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SUBSTANCE OR PROCEDURE: MISAPPLICATION OF THE TABULA RASA APPROACH

One of the most striking fecent developments in debate is the, increase'.

in concern for debate theory. Debaters increasingly argue a t the proper .

paradigm for evaluating debates

appropriatelaethod for deciding

proper role for a debate_judge
Oe

theory.

the legitimacy of various ategies, and the

procedural issues. The tabula rasa view of the

is at the heartof this increased concern with

The tabula rasa approach developed in the mid 19ns to fill the need for A

method of deciding questions of debate theory.
1

It has now reached the point

where nearly all judges embrace tabula rasa in one form or'another: For example,

Austin Presley'. sure y of judges at-therNational Debate Tournament reV ed near

unanimous support. abuts rasa as a perspective for evaluating debates.2

Surprisingly -tabula rasa is built on the assumption that free anA full

debate on al/,is he best guaiettee that the truth will be discovered

in any dispUte, thortabula rasa approach itself has not been subjected to such

searching analysis. In this essay, I will attempt to provide the necessary

analysis by first considering the aksumptians out of which the tabula rasa

debate perspective developed. I will than:I-argue that the legal tabula rasa

.framework has been mis-interpreted and mis-applied to debate. Finally, I will

Propose limitations on the application of tabula rasa to debate in order to adapt

it more closely to the unique needs of debay.

The tabula rasa debate perspective is built around three assumptions derived.

from legal experience with tabula rasa as a method of deciding court cases.

First, tabula rasa critics assume that free and open debate is the fairest and

most accurate method of resolving disputes.
3

Following Mill they argue that the

clash of opposing advocates is the best safeguard for any truth-seeking process.

Second, tabula rasa judges reason,that procedural or theoretical questions and

substantive issues share essential characteristics and should be evaluated in

3,
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the same way.4 Third, tabula

put aside all preconceptions when evaluating any, issue. They note that it'. has

-2n

critics argue that fairness requires judges to

long been held unfair for a debate judge to decide a substantive question of

public policy based on personal bias. A legal judge who convicted a defendant

because he'believed that all members of a minority group were crietnala or a

debate judge who-voted negative because he believed that Rederal program inevi-

tably fail would righxly be criticized for making a biased decision. Fibula

rasa critics argue that debate judges who impose a view of theory upon di given

debate are as gutty of bt,:s aS-ihe legal or debate judges who presume a given

set of facts. Therefore, tabula rasa theorists urge debate judges to evaluobs.

all issuestheoretical as well as substantive; -based only upon the ergwent$

which the debaters present and extend in a particular debate. If an argument- is /2

not defeated to a given debate, then the-judge should accept that argument) regard-

less of its inherent merit. In the same way, the judge shOuld not accept an

argument which is not extended, even if he believes the argument to be completely

valid.

The tabula rasa perspective has come to dominate debate because it promiies

to bring the fairnesi and objectivityr debate, which have long been the

hallmark'of the low.
6 Unfortunately; the version Of tabula rasa used 'in the law

has been mis -applied to debate. 'Unlike debate, the tabula rasa approach in the

law is not the.buly methqd for deciding-disputes and its application is severely

limited. A cOhaiderauton of these limitations on tabula rasa,in,the law is

important because it may help identify potential problemi with use of theperspec-

tive in debar.

Although regal judges4generally try to put aside all preconceptions and

nbjiktively decide the issues, based on the evidence presented in a given trial,

there are important exceptions to thii rule. For example, questions of law are

generally decided on the basis of past pricept.or legal rule, and only eecopdarily

4
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on the basis of argument about the merit of the rule or precedent.? The rules.

of evidence and the presumption that a Aefendant is innocent until proven guilty

ire examples of codified principles which judges apply regardless of the argu-

ments made in a specific trial. Admittedly, attorneys argue about the appli-
.

cability of a given rule or argue, before an appellate court, for a new prece-

dent, but in no instance4do legal judges take the role of blank slate when consider-

ing questions of law. Even when zin attorney argues for a change in precedent,

the judge hearing the dispute operates with the accepted precedent until the change

is made. Presumption, in the law, is for the existing precedent or rule.

The second important limitation on tabula rasa in the law relates to the

role which judges play in evaluating evidence and argument. While factual ques-
v

tions are often decided in court, through procedures which' are fairly, close to the

idealized tabula rasa framework describeeby Ulrich and others, the legal judge,

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

process. The judge, in the law, is not merely a blank slate, upon which the

f

defense and prosecuting attorneys write their briefs, but an active partici-

pant, who weighs the conflicting evidence, tests the arguments of each side,

and occasionally builds his own theory about a case. An indication.of the vast

difcretion available to legal judges can be found in Rule 201 of_the Federal

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

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

cretiod:

Tn the contentor applicability of a rule of domestic
law, tem judge is unrestricted in his investigation and conclusion.
Pe may reject the propositions of either party ,or of both parties.
He may consult the sources of pertinent data to which they refer, or he
lay 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.9



The Legal judge fulfills the responsibility to fairly evaluate the issues by

putting aside biases, but at the/same time, the judge does not limit his,analy-

sis tofthe atgumenta and evidence presented in the trial. ,Instead, the judge

is an active participant in the legal process who uses his knowledge of law and

argument toldetermine the facts in a case and apply the'correct legal doctrines

to those facts.
c"

. Judges in the law have good reasons for utilizing an activcand liedtma

version of tabula rasa. If an unlimited passive tabula rasa perspective wets

tiled in the law, the accuracyof legal deiiiion making could be reduced. 'int,

immense practical problems -would be created if lawyers were allowed to disymide

legal rules and precedents in every trial. 'For example, it would bt incredibly

time consuming'if judges were forced to de'ive a complet set of evidestiarg

rules in a particular case. Second, it would be irrational foijudges to ignore

legal experience with the rules and precedents which have been shown to,produce

_just decisions. ,The rules of evidence have developed gradually over centuries

and contain the legal wisdom of untold ohousanda of lawyers. To ignore that ex-

perience would belOolish tndeed. Third, legal judges who worked in a passive

tabula rasa framework would not fulfill their responsibility to cjitically eval-

uate the evidence in a given trial. A legal judge who played the passive role,

Which some tabula rasa debate theorists-advocate, might find himself in the/

unpleasant position of convicting a man,whom he knew to' be innocent,, becauae

ehtmees lawyer had failed to tend a certain argument, in a closing statement.

Finally, use of,.an unlimited tabula rasa perspective could destroy the consis-

tency of the law. A judge who allowed all issues to be disputed could find de-

0

false attorneys arguing that a particular law should be'ignored. Prosecutors

could demand penalties which went far beyond statutory limitations. -Judges in

the law embrace a form of tabula rasa as a method ofoutting aside preconcep-

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

6



-5- 4

to an extreme, the tabula rasOrpePspective produces inaccurate and unfair dect-

sions.

The legal limitations knitabula rasa as a method are interesting, because

they suggest potential PIMblins with the use of tabula rasa in debate. In debate,.

unlike the law, judges hipeapplied,an essentially passive tabula rasa frame-_
. -

work to virtually all arguments; Tabula rasa critics have ahownda willingness

to listen to nearly anygument including such claims as topicality i3 not a

voting issue and nuclear war,is.not harmful. In addition, many debate judges,

have chosen to play a much more passive role than that played by legal judges.

. In fact, tabula rasa theorists hkve ibne to great lengths to restrict the dis-

cretion of debate judges. Ulrich argues that the tabula rasa judge should not
)

10personally evaluate the strength of any argument for which a reason is,presented.

Rather, theipdge should limit his analysis to a comparison Nib the arguments, and

extensions made by the opposing teams. Nor should the judge personally evaluate

the importance of any argumept.
11

Instead, tabula rasa judges base their

evaluation pf thesinpOrtance,of arguments largely on the lSbels which the debaters

apply to those arguments.

Tabula rasa has encouraged debaters to learn about argumentation theory but

the unlimited passive version of tabula rasa which has been applied to debate,

reduces both the accuracy air fairness Of decisiOn-mgkIng in debate. The most

important pet of problems which develop fiam the passive unlimited version of

tabula rasa used in debate relates to the quality of argument which the perspec-.
Ahu,

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

of ar :4 I.. AO in debate toward procedural itisuea and away from substantive questions

of fa and policy. The shift is unfortunate because procedural questions are4not

inherently important in the same way as substantive questions. One of the values

of debit:a is that it teaches about the complexities in 1 ed in public policy

.analysib. This teaching function helps to produce better politicians, academicians,
)'

7
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businessmev and lawyers. However, questions of debate theoty lack the,intrin-

sic importance of questions of policy While some theoretical issues, such as

presumption, are important across many.fields, theoretical issues such as the

mAll7g of competitiveness or the legitimacy of hypothesis testing are important

only in dlble. In-addition, debate on theoretical issues does not require the

same in depth research which debate on questions of 'policy requires. Once a

debater knows how to defend hypothesis testing, no'additional los* is necessary.
A

Since the literature on debate thidry is quite small, the debater can Clay
,

present the same arguments again and again without adaptation or original re-

search. By contrast, research and argument on substantive questions of policy

or fact develops through an evolutionary proceee.- As a result, debaters 'Iasi

continually develop.better arguments and research stiperiot evidence tn order to

stay abreast of the substantive issues.

f.
A-second problem with the passive tabula rasa debate prspective is that it r-.

discourages debaters Eom building well constructed,' adequately evidenced srgu-

manta. Betause tabule rasa.critics evaluate arguments. based only oh what the.

debaters say abouethem, i poorly constructed unimportant argument, whichla

claimed to be. "absolute," and /liven Constructed truly crucial argument may

achieve equal results. A debater can often win alreak argument by presenting

so many reasons for it that one-of the reasons inevitably slips by Unrefuted.

The problem is all the more serious because it is easier to build weBk arguments

and claim that they are absolute than it is to build and evidence good argu-

ments. For example, an affirmative debater might attempt to avoid difficult

arguients on solvency.by making till innovative claim that "solvency is ne,F a voting

//AIMS." The claim could be supported with the following reasons:.



.

1. Methodologically impossible No advocate can ever prove with absolute
certainty that a policy will work prior to its adoption.

2. Hietorically igabred.-. Two aides go to war knowing that one will lose.

3. Ptocess advantage. Even if the4plan fails now we'll know that this type
of, action is doomed to failuie.

4. Ethically justified., Action is ethically reguired even if it fails.
5. Bleedover effect. Taking action in one ares,,could result in positive

action in a complitly different area.
6. Strengthens. risk lysis. If action resulted in certainty the role of,

the critic could be unfairly reduced.12

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

the ohvimis weakness of she argument the affirmative' might win it simply

because of the difficulty df quidily refuting a large numbei of statements labelled

as reasons. The ultimate result 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 reasonswsupporting the theoretidal claim is relative unim-

portant. A poorly' reasoned argument which is claimed to be solute can win a

debate if the other team ignores,it or mishandles it. Debaters can either take

',.

Li)

, tim and effort to build well supported arguments or make extreme claims and

, 4.
V.

s pport them with as many reasons, whether relevant or not, as possible. It is

not surprising that debaters often taken the easy way out.

In other contexts argumentative theorists criticize speakers who claim more

than their evidence proves'or present specious reasons in Oupportof a claim.
1

In addition, the speaker who ignores the specious arguments and focuses on the

"key issues" is applauded for knowing what is truly important. 7-11. debater who

shows the same skill by focusing on'the important arguments, will likely be

rewardet for his common sense wi h a loss. Tabula rasa does not encourage good

argumentation about essential is ties; It encourages a mad scramble over a huge

number Of often unsupporteitextreme claims.

Tabula rap judges hive not been totally insensitive tothe
/
Potential for

t

abuse in the perspective. Ulrich, for instance, recognizes.the potential prob-
N,

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

9
fr
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be supported by. at least a single reason.' Unfortunately, he then undercuts

the value of the "reason" standard by denying that judges should evalUate the

a ) . ,

adequacy of reasons. Ulrich argues: "I'will not evaluate the adequacy of this

reason unless the other team argues aglinst it." 13 By denying:judges the right

to evaluate the strength, of reasons, Ulrich defines a reason as any statement

-which a debater claimsis a reason. 'For a judge to rejep a statement which

a debater calls a reason would be to evaluate the adequacy of the reason pre-

seated. In effect a reason is a propositional sentence which contains the

word "because" or its functional equivalent. It is fair to conclUde that the

(
/

unlimited passive tabula rasa framework lacks adequate safeguards tooprevent

poor argumentation. ,r

,

The next problem with the unlimited passive tabula rasa approach is that

the perspective legitimizes arguments which could destroy de teas an activity. -,

The claim that topicality is not voting issue illustrates the point. ,_Despite

the agreement of all major debate paradigms on the importance of topicality,

tabula rasa legitimizes the argument that topicality is not a voting issue.

The result is Most unfortunate: The limits establishedby a topic are necessary

to provide a focui rresearEh, to restrict the scope of debate, and to facili-

tate the practical aspects of tournament competition.

Here it is important to note that the possibility of, refuting the claim,,

that topicalitrif not a voting issue (or any'other claim for that matter),

-1
does not eliminate the problem. It is much easier to make a theoretical

claim, such as "topicality is not a voting issue,'. and support it with five

or six one line reasons, than it is to refute that claim.' The refutative

process requires the debater td identify each reason and explain why, it is

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

theory' argument than to present it.



An illustration may make the prahlelclear. At would be quite easy for

A debater to present the following "reasons" justifying the claim that topicality

J.. not &Noting issue:
* .

1.-, Topidelity should not be a voting issue because broad topics mirror
the reel world jurisdiction of congressional committees. .

2. Topicality,ihouldnot be a voting issue because broad topics are more
educational.

3. Topicality fhould not be p voting issue, because questions of topicality
are inherently subjectivt. .

4. 'Topicality should not be a voting'issuei because debate judges could _,

not be granted the,excessive discretion to vote against a team on pro-
cedural grounds alone. -

5. Topicality should not be a voting issue, because the negaliveis
prepared to debate thecase and thus there is no longer a reason for
the limitations'established by the topic. _

-6. Topicality should not be a voting issue, because mi topic unnaturally
,limits the process, of considering systemic°interactions between policy

. proposals. . .

41% Topicality should-not be a voting issue, because prior disClosure of
-case topics at earlier tournament eliminates theneed for a resolution. .

a

A fast debater could Otesent the abovet"reasons" in thirty or forty seconds.

However, it would not be possible to refute the so-celled reasons in the same

amount of time. The unlimited passive tabula rasa framework is inherently

biased in favor of the team presenting innovative theoretical claims.

Additionally, thepossibility that a theoretical claim could be relined

doed not necessarily justify the'presentation V the claim in the first place.

.The- problem is that a superior debate team might justify a theory ar 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 circumstance the tabula rasa judge would seem to have no alternative)

but to accept the argument and allow the'evidence fabrication to go unpunished.

Such a result is unacceptable. To ignore evidence fabrication is to condone the
4

cheating and threaten the integrity of debate. The unlimited passive tabula rasa

perspective provides no check against theoretical positions Which could destroy

,. debate as an acttvity.
,,

.. i ._

..,

_Tabula rasa alsa may produce inequitable de%ciOions by sendouraging,4ehaVers

.

,

,

to focus on theoretical arguments and stratigic tricks rather than substantille
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questions of policy or fact. Some teams might even specialize is theoretical

trickery as a means of avoiding the had' work of specific research. As a

("NI result, a debate team, which in every reasonable sense had done the better job

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

with,the theoritical innovation proposed by their opponents or becauhe they,

accidental1Y- ignored a specioui argument which-their opponents claimed to be

absolute.

-My point is not that tabula rasa has harmed debate And should be rejocred

i; favor of some specific theoretical pez9pective. On the contrary, tabul&

rasa, even in its current extreme form, has taught debaters'ibout debate theory.

However, debate could profit from the legal experience by shifting away from

the passive unlimited tabula rasa framework'to a limited active tabula rasa
4

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

debate judges should reject the passive role which tabula rasa theorists have

encouraged and play a more active role in the debate proceas in two ways. First,

while fairness requires that judges evaluate argUgenes based only on what'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

quali4 to all claims.

Currently, debaters can often win debit-ea:by making extreme claims (usu-

ally they sai, that the argument, is absolute) and supporting those claims with

a great many specious statements labelled as reasons. The sheer quantity of

the reasons makes it difficult to refute the argument in a reasonable amount of

time. To make matters worse, the passive tabula rlaa judge has no Option but

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

The result may-be a-victorlbased largely on bad theoretical argumentation.-

Tabula ran could be reformed if judges were willingAo 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 claiMs. Tpulmill's functional definition of

the basic argumentative triad of data* warrawand'claim might serve as one

definition of.the minimum components of a valid argument. If a judge could

identify data which was linked by a reason,* functioning as a warrant, to a

'claim then the argument would meet what might be called the "complete eirgument

standard" and should be considered in the debate round. In effect re judge

would require that debaters present statements which he understood s clearly

supporting a particular claim before the claim was accepted as a legitimate

. I

argument. By contrast,, the judge bould ignore an argument, if he didn't per-

ceive a logical warrant linking the data to the claim.

The complete argument standard based ona view of reason in fun tional

(\rather than formal terms. Only by shifting aiay from Ulrich's 4ipa view of

reasons,as propositional sentences, which include a claim of causation, can

debate judges attain the necessary selectivity to control bad arguments. The

proposed standard4Vould give debaters in incentive to avoid bad arguments and

specigus reasoning. Debaters,J knowing' that judges would ignore bad arguments
4 dir

supported b*specious non-reasons, would g y learn not to present Alk
tt

arguments. The complete argument standard prbvides debate judges .with a meansP ?
101

of shift& argument about theoretical issues back toward high quality lrgumen-

(_Some might object that the proposed standard brings, subjectivity into the

debate process. There is an element oftruth in this claim. However, it should

be recognized that in the attempt to attain total objectivity tabula rasa

jpdges have given up something much more important -- selectivity. It is important

that debate judges evaluate rounds as fairly as possible, but it is also impor-

drtant that they use their knowledge of argumentation to teach-debaters about

argument and public policy. The passive tabula rasa framework denies debate
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judges the selectivity needed to reject some cleft's as not complete arguments

and therefore indirectly encourages bad argumentation. Id addition, while an

o active tabula rasa framework lacks the complete objectivity provided by the

absence of any standards, it would not necessarily lead to biased judging.

First, subjectivity is possible in all frameworks. There are so many complex

issues in even the'simplest.debate, that a biase4 judge can easily and.justifiz.

cation for any decision. Second, the "complete argument standard" could be

applied as a consistent minimum standard for evaluating all argument. There is

no reason that the proposed standard should produce any bias. It would simply

aerveaa a minimum standard (operationally defined by each judge) )low which
1

Claims would not be granted the status of legitimate argument.

An additional area'in which a more active tabula rasa model would improve

'debate is in the evaluation of the importance of arguments. :Debaters establish

(he importance of their arguments for passive"tabula rasa judges largely through

the labels which they attach to those arguments. Debaters, being strategic

creatures, have adapted to this aspect of tabula rasa, by labelling all of their

arguments as crucial or "absolute." ;suggest

L
that debate judges should not

relifiqUiah thikresponsibil/iy to evaluate ';' portance of arguments. ;It is,

of course, vi. that critics do not pre-judge the importance of an argument.

However, sure importance of an argument is based on more than the label

which is attached to the argument. A legal judge would evaluate the'reason-

lag and quality-of the testimony as well as the claim that the defendant was

innocent. By contrast, a passive tabula rasa judge, in debate might-be

forced to accept the claim that nuclear Liar is not harmful; if the negative

read evidence saying that the halm of radiation had.been overstated tbithe

affirmative die not dispute that claim. tiorarearkmably, the judge should

weigh the evidence supporting claim, as well as the strength of the label.

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

14 (
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the radiation produced in e nuclear war would not kill as many people as

previously thought, but not blindly ammept the ridiculous Ctaim that nuclear war

is not harmful. Judges should not intervene to personally refute arguments

which have not been denied in the dehati, but they also should not allow

debaters to make wild unsupported claims simply because the; argumentswas

dropped. Argument labels should be one important factor weighed by the judge

in determining the importance of an argument, but they should not be the'sole

determinant of an argument's importance. 4

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 evaluate disputes.

O

Ihe second major step in reforming tabula rasa is 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

whichis presented in second affirmative rebuttal, even if a justification

for the new case is presented at that time.
14

,
Unfortunately, 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 arguments 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 argument in debate

10,
rounds) threatens the integrity of debate-and should not be accepted. As

argued-earlier, debate as an organized activity could not survive without a

topic which limits the scope of debate.

15
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Second, while argument is necessary to,determine whether an ethical,

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

tandIlni ;he ethical violation should not be dpen to dispute. If a debater

A

oiheat Mg* should punish him regardless of the theoceticel juatifica-

tion fdr the cheating. One important implication drawn from this

positi
.
that'a judge who ilecertain that a team has fabricated or Iola-

representearividehce shoed vote against that team, even if theig opponents

fail to identify the violation. Of course, judges should be-careful to avoid

falsely convicting debaters of unethical practices. However', that conviction

should not deAnd on their opponents identification of therethical violation.

No debater can be 'eipected to know all of the evidence on a topic. If a judge

is certain that evidence is mis-represented or falsified he should take it

upon himself to vote against the violator. Misrepresentation and falsification

are blights on debate which must be controlled.

Finally 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 format of debate. The affirmative might argue for extra time

in first affirMative rebuttal in order to answer the negative block, or the
o.

negati4e 'bight claim that they deserve'extra time to counter a speedy affirma-
_,

-tive team: ,Tpe only, pOssible result of such arguments about forint is utter

chaos. In edition to forbidding argument aimed at altering the format'of

debate itself, the proposed limitation would restrict tabula rasa in two

additional ways. First, tabula rasa judges should not vote for theoretical

arguments if format prevents- an adequate response to those arguments. It is

this point which lies behind Ulrich's rejection of new cases in secdnd affirm-

ative rebuttal. New arguments in rebuttal, counterplans in second negative

constructive, and changes in the affirmative plan in first affirmative rebuttal

fit into the same category and should not be accepted regardless of the theoretical
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justification. Second, the format should function as an absolute criterion for
. .

evaluating questions of theory. A theory or tactic which is proved infeasible

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

-justifications for the theory Or tactic. If the theory cannot function effective-
,

ly, under the current format, then there is no reason to accept it, absent 4

aOhange 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 if justified in other ways.

Most of the problems associated with tabula rasa could be eliminated by

the shift to a more active, but kimited'tabula rasa perspective. The "complete

argument staseard" shifts the incentive back toward substantive analysis

and awal'from trivial theorizing. The limitations on tabula rasa also create

incentives for, debaters to develop well reasoned adequately supported arguments'

rather than a grab bag of specious reasons and extreme claims. The ban on

theoretical arguments &Shout the importance_Of topicality, ethics, or format

protects debate from abuses of tabula rasa. Finally, use of the "complete

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

to use theorethal arguments as tricks to avoid research and substantive

argument.

The main point of'this essay is that debate theorists have ignored the

, experience of the law with tabula rasa and consequently produced a_perspective

Without proper safeguards against bad eigument. The active, but limited

tabula rasa model, which has been proposed, is designed to remedy the problems

which the passive and unlimited model has produced in debate. By establishing

minimum, standards which all arguments must meet, the proposed reforms should

encourage debaters to develop high quality theoretical and substantive argu-

ments while avoiding theoretical trickeryF
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