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Counterplans: Rethinking What Makes Counterplans Competitive Arguments in Policy Debate



Brian Swafford, Ohio University



A version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the National Communication Association, San Antonio, TX, November 2006. Abstract The traditional requirement of counterplans in policy debate is that the counterplan must be non-topical, mutually exclusive, and net beneficial (Lichtman & Rohrer, 1975). Increasingly, resolutions in policy debate rounds at the collegiate level of competition are beginning to include both multi-directional resolutions and bi-directional resolutions. Even though the breadth of the resolutions are giving more ground to the affirmative team, this same breadth of the resolution functionally restricts the negative counterplan options. For this reason, the traditional model of counterplan theory must be reevaluated, specifically the assumption that the counterplan must be non-topical. In this essay, the assumption of non-topicality as a test of competitiveness will be assessed and reevaluated. Then those arguments that have been levied against the re-conceptualizing the topicality standard of counterplans will be discussed. The contention of the author is that topicality should not be an issue in determining the competitiveness of a counterplan, given the expanding breadth of policy resolutions.
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Introduction The National Forensics Association (NFA) decided to offer a format of debate for those students wishing to combine traditional debate formats and skills with “communicative performance in which high standards for presentation are encouraged” (Minch & Borchers, 1996, p. 19). Beginning in 1990, NFA began offering LincolnDouglas (LD) debate as an experimental event at the national tournament. Initially proposed by Roger Aden (1989), LD was meant to be an event that combined the argumentation and research skills typically associated with academic debate and the delivery skills associated with individual events. For nearly twenty years, LD debaters have argued over topics like Supreme Court tenure, the criminal justice system, terrorism, and human rights. The practice of LD has flourished, with over 100 LD competitors entered in the 2008 NFA National Tournament. Yet one thing that has not grown with the practice is the theoretical discussions about LD. Sure, debate scholars have clashed for years over topics like parametrics, counterplans, and topicality, but no one has looked at LD uniquely. This is problematic for several reasons. First, LD is a one-on-one format that only has a total of five speeches and between thirteen minutes (negative) and fifteen minutes (affirmative) to construct, defend and crystallize arguments. This shortened format does not allow for the argument development and theory discussions that the National Debate Tournament (NDT) and the Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA) debate rounds can engage in. Second,
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the rules and practices of LD have a focus on both the arguments and the presentation (Minch & Borchers, 1996). Third, the expectations of the judges in LD are different than NDT or CEDA. Minch and Borchers (1996) argued that with LD being held “in conjunction with individual events tournaments and, as a result, many LD judges who have individual events backgrounds tend to view the event differently” that those judges at the NDT or CEDA tournaments, where debate is the only activity going on (p. 19). LD is substantively different than other formats of debate. It is with this in mind that I begin this discussion. In competitive policy debate, two sides argue over a predetermined resolution. The affirmative side of the debate offers a policy for change held within the bounds of that resolution (Ziegelmueller & Kay, 1997). The negative side has several options for refutation: defend the status quo (Ryan, 1985); refute the affirmative case (Freeley, 1990); offer a critique of the underlying assumptions of the affirmative case (Lake & Haynie, 1993); or, agree that there are inherent problems with the status quo but offer a better way to solve for these problems by offering a counterplan (Lichtman & Rohrer, 1975). While the debates over counterplan theory were waged by policy debaters and coaches in both tournament rounds and journal articles, no one has closely examined the ways in which counterplans function in NFA LD. In fact, the only relevant scholarship on LD was published in a special edition of the National Forensics Journal in 1996, where authors focused on issues like judging philosophies (Minch & Borchers, 1996), the resolution/plan focus of LD (Bile, 1996), and an advocacy for oral critiques in LD rounds (Howard & Brussee, 1996). There was no discussion of a theory of debate that relates to the construction or refutation of arguments in LD. The ability of the affirmative to
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construct a case is not in question, but the ability of the negative to refute the affirmative, particularly with a counterplan, must be explored in the LD theory literature. This article begins that discussion. Counterplans have long been debated in both competitive debate rounds of various formats and in debate theory literature. Since the article by Lichtman and Rohrer (1975) introduced counterplan theory to the body of literature concerning debate practice, issues revolving around the in-round function of the counterplan have been debated. Some of that literature has focused on the notion of negative fiat (Solt, 1989; Katsulas, Herbeck & Panetta, 1987). Some has focused on the competitiveness standards (Madsen, 1989; Herbeck, 1989; Panetta & Dolley, 1989). Some has focused on the way a counterplan could function in a round (Freeley, 1990; Ulrich, 1987; Kaplow, 1981; Herbeck, Katsulas & Leeper, 1989). Lichtman and Rohrer (1975) posited that a counterplan was an argument of the negative side of the debate wherein the negative team offered a policy proposal that would be more advantageous than the one offered by the affirmative side. In this initial theoretical rendering, Lichtman and Rohrer (1975) placed 3 criteria for a counterplan to be considered a competitive argument: (1) the counterplan must be non-topical; (2) the counterplan must be mutually exclusive; and, (3) the counterplan must be net beneficial. The first criterion of competitiveness was non-topicality, saying that the negative proposal could not fall within the bounds of the resolutions because support of the resolution was the unique ground of the affirmative side (Freeley, 1990). Mutual exclusivity, the second criterion, held that the counterplan must force a choice on the part of the judge between the policy option of the affirmative side and the negative side



102



(Ryan, 1985). The final criterion, net benefits, posited that there must be a persuasive or compelling reason to both reject the affirmative proposal and embrace the negative position or there would be no reason to adopt the counterplan (Ryan, 1985). While these criteria seem sound, they have failed to adequately address the practice of counterplan use in competitive debate rounds. As noted in a special edition of the Journal of the American Forensics Association on counterplan theory in 1989, counterplans have been of great concern to both practitioners and coaches (Branham, 1989). It is my intent to examine the need for a reconceptualization of counterplan theory so as to make counterplans a viable negative argument once again. To be clear, this is NOT an advocacy for the use of a “topical” counterplan (which is somewhat ridiculous as a term anyway, but that will be discussed later). Instead, I advocate for the removal of the standard of non-topicality from the discussion of counterplan competitiveness. For some, this may seem like an old argument that NDT and CEDA debaters and coaches resolved nearly three decades ago. However, no one has considered this argument in the context of NFA LD. With the different time limits, number of speeches, delivery focus, judging expectations, and argument sophistication, LD is more different than similar to these other formats of debate. This necessitates a reconsideration of counterplan competitiveness standards in NFA LD. To that end, I will examine the ways in which competitive debate has evolved over the last several years, offer a rationale for the reconceptualization, and finally discuss a few potential criticisms of this reconceptualization. The Evolution of Competitive Debate
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As competitive debate has evolved, so have its practices. There have been two major shifts in the practice of debate that have lead to the destruction of negative ground, specifically the ability to use the counterplan as an effective weapon in the negative arsenal. The first shift has centered on the focus of the affirmative in case construction, moving from a resolution focus to a plan focus. The second shift has been in the ways resolutions have been written, with bi-directional, multidirectional and choice model resolutions. These two shifts in debate practice have usurped the negative ground. Shift to a Plan Focus by the Affirmative As Lichtman and Rohrer offered the counterplan as a negative option in the debate round, they stated that the counterplan must not fulfill the affirmative resolution (1975). In this statement, the criterion of non-topicality was affixed to the counterplan. The resolutional focus of the affirmative provided for this statement (Herbeck, Katsulas, & Leeper, 1989). The affirmative side of the debate was to use the plan as a means of endorsing the greater resolution (Ziegelmueller & Kay, 1997). Under the resolutional focus, the affirmative would present a plan that would uphold the underlying goals of the proposition, or resolution (Ziegelmueller & Kay, 1997). With the resolutional focus guiding affirmative debaters, the criterion of non-topicality for counterplans was perfectly sound. Each policy option that could support the resolution provided another reason for the acceptance of the resolution, thus endorsing the affirmative side of the debate. Bile (1996) noted that when NFA formatted their rules for LD, they contended that the affirmative debater would offer a proposal that fit within the framework of the resolution. Had the practice of debate not evolved, the resolutional focus of the
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affirmative would have forced the continuation of the non-topicality of counterplans. But debate is evolutionary. When Panetta and Dolley attempted to justify the use of the topical counterplan, one of their arguments focused on the shift to a plan focus by the affirmative (1989). The notion of proving the resolution true only occurred by endorsing the singular affirmative plan offered in the round, whereby making the plan the focus of the debate (Panetta & Dolley, 1989). Herbeck, Katsulas and Leeper advocate for a plan focus by stating that the resolution serves the purposes of providing notice of the topic to be debated and defining argumentative ground (1989). The plan focus forces debaters to defend one policy proposal per team, thus increasing the likelihood of effective advocacy (Herbeck, Katsulas, & Leeper, 1989). With the shift to the plan focus, debates centered on the support or rejection of the specific plan offered by the affirmative. The resolution served as a way of framing the debate around a central topic and providing initial sides (Herbeck, Katsulas, & Leeper, 1989). When the affirmative offered a specific plan, the focus of the debate shifted from the resolution itself to the policy offered by the affirmative. Shift in Resolution Construction Resolution framers have found a myriad of ways to construct a debate resolution. That being said, four distinct constructions have emerged for debaters to grapple with. There is the traditional construction which entails the framing of the resolution around a central topic with a definite agent of action and a specific topic to be addressed. The bidirectional construction creates a resolution where the affirmative can move in one of two directions, as if on a continuum. A multidirectional resolution creates a world where the
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affirmative can support the resolution along several different tracks. Finally, there is a choice model construction, where the affirmative can choose from several potential resolutional areas. The 2003-2004 NFA LD resolution provides a sound example of the traditional construction of a resolution. The resolution, Resolved: That the United States Federal Government should substantially increase environmental regulations on industrial pollution, frames the debate around the topic of helping the environment. There is a clear agent of action, the United States Federal Government. The resolution specifies that the affirmative must offer a plan that substantially increases regulations on pollution, more specifically industrial pollution. While this resolution is fairly straightforward, there is enough ambiguity for the affirmative to come up with several different plans. For example, plans that mandated aqua cultures to be implemented at fish farms or mandated the use of clean coal technologies imposed regulations that decreased pollution outputs. Under this resolution, potential counterplans could advocate alternative actors (states, UN, non-governmental organizations), alternative mechanisms (tax credits, volunteerism, market forces), or alternative means (renewable energy production instead of fossil fuels, alternative food production). In other words, the negative counterplan options were vast. For an example of a bi-directional resolution, the 2001-2002 NFA LD resolution serves as a fine example. Resolved: That the United States Federal Government should significantly alter its policy for combating international terrorism. Under this resolution, the agent of action, the US, and the focus of the plan, combating terrorism, are clearly stated. But the resolution is bi-directional in that it only asks the affirmative to alter US policy for combating international terror. The adopted policy could be aggressive or
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passive. For example, one plan used during this resolution was to repeal the executive orders banning governmental assassinations. In other words, the plan allowed for the use of lethal force when tracking terrorists. Another plan used that year was that of negotiating with terror groups to find peaceful resolutions to the disputes. Both cases would uphold the bi-directional resolution even though they seem diametrically opposed. Under this type of resolution, the negative counterplan is limited because the alternative mechanisms and means could potentially fall within the bounds of the resolution. The multidirectional resolution is potentially more problematic than the bidirectional resolution. The 2005-2006 NFA LD resolution reads Resolved: That the United States Federal Government should adopt a policy to increase the protection of human rights in one or more of the following nations: Tibet, Bhutan, Afghanistan, Nepal, Myanmar, Thailand, East Timor, Indonesia, Philippines, and/or Pakistan. The multidirectional resolution allows the affirmative near limitless ground for case construction. Using the above resolution as an example, an affirmative case would be topical if it dealt with any one of the ten nations listed. And with the notion of human rights potentially being broadly defined, the affirmative ground is infinite. The negative counterplan ground is grossly restricted though, with alternate agencies like the UN and NATO being unfit because the US is a member of those institutions. Similarly, alternative mechanisms and means are virtually eliminated because the breadth of the resolution increases what would be considered topical and thus affirmative ground. While NFA LD has been fortunate enough to avoid the choice model construction of a resolution, other formats of competitive debate have utilized this form of resolution construction. The high school organization of the National Forensics League used such a
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resolution for their 2005-2006 policy debate topic. The resolution, Resolved: That the United States Federal Government should substantially decrease its authority either to detain without charge or to search without probable cause, fits the choice model construction. The resolution forces the affirmative to choose one of several (in this case, two) options. This in and of itself is not problematic, but when it comes to negative ground, the negative debater must be prepared for two resolutions each round. For this resolution, the negative debater needed to be prepared to debate about detainment without charge and illegal searches in every round. Loss of Negative Ground These two shifts in advocacy have lead to the destruction of negative ground. Roger Solt noted that with the popularity of expansive topics, the affirmative has a wide range of policy options (1989). When the affirmative side of the debate has so many policy options, it effectively limits the arguments available to the negative side (Solt, 1989). Broad resolutions limit negative arguments because the negative cannot possibly prepare specific positions for each potential affirmative proposition. Under the aforementioned human rights topic, the affirmative could talk about trafficking of sex slaves from any one of the ten nations. The negative would then need to be prepared to refute claims about human trafficking in each nation. Were this the only affirmative policy option, the negative might be able to manage, but the affirmative can also talk about political prisoners, vetting procedures, the use of various types of munitions, governmental abuse, and hundreds of other topics. Take any list you might develop and multiply by ten, that is the number of cases the negative would need to prepare to refute. This is not possible.
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This loss of negative ground is magnified when the argument meant to level the playing field, the counterplan, is limited as well. Under the assumptions of Lichtman and Rohrer, the counterplan is considered competitive if it is mutually exclusive, net beneficial and non-topical (1975). Bi-directional topics, as well as multidirectional resolutions, allow for potential counterplans that would meet every criterion except for that of non-topicality. Using the example from above, under the bi-directional resolution about combating terrorism, two affirmative cases that were offered involved assassinations and negotiations. Effectively, each policy was the counter to the other. The philosophical underpinnings of each policy, along with the application, precluded the other. A policy of negotiations would fail if terrorist leaders had to fear assassination attempts when they showed up to a negotiation meeting. While these diametrically opposed policy positions would allow the negative to level the playing field while still using a counterplan to address the harms of the system, counterplan theory did not allow the negative this avenue of refutation. Since each position could have been run as an affirmative case, the same position could not be used as a counterplan. The arbitrary nature of the topicality criterion of counterplans has created an environment where the negative debater can never level the playing field while still seeking to argue the practical merits of the case. As a result, we have seen an increase in the use of critical positions as a means of attempting to restore the balance in debate rounds (Lake & Haynie, 1993). But to restore the focus in competitive debates on the case debate, there must be a reconceptualization of counterplan theory. In this reconceptualization, the counterplan’s competitiveness is measure by mutual exclusivity and net benefits. The counterplan must compete on a practical level, but the arbitrary
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standard of non-topicality should be removed. To that end, a rationale for the reconceptualization of counterplan theory will be offered. Within that rationale, the arguments for the removal of the non-topicality criterion will be examined and discussed. It is time to restore the balance and more to the point, restore the viability of the counterplan as an effective negative tool in competitive debate. Reconceptualizing Counterplan Theory In order to restore the viability of the counterplan as a tool for the negative, a clear rationale for this reconceptualization is required. As stated before, there have been two clears shifts in debate practice that has lead to the negative ground being usurped. Those arguments tell us that something needs to be done, but the following will outline what needs to occur. We must reconceptualize counterplan theory by removing topicality as a test of competitiveness. Debate is Evolutionary As Lichtman and Rohrer noted, debate practice as often raced ahead of debate theory (1975). In this statement, they advance a simple but powerful point about debate – that debate is inherently evolutionary. Debate has evolved as it has been practiced by debaters throughout time. The Romans offered new insights to the previous work of the Greeks. The current generation of debaters are building on the theories of past generations. Future generations will do the same. The nature of the activity is to advance old arguments in new ways or create new theoretical positions to be used. But when I say debate has evolved, I do not simply mean that debate has changed over the years. Evolution is defined as a process in which something passes by degrees to a different stage. The changes could be thought of as revolutions in a Kuhnian sense, where the
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paradigms of now are incommensurate with the ways of the past (Kuhn, 1962). Debate has evolved in that we have moved beyond debates about problems and solutions and moved into areas of resolutional focus and intent, negative ground, critical interpretations amongst other areas. Counterplan theory is no exception to this evolutionary process. Lichtman and Rohrer’s counterplan theory argued that counterplans evolved from arguments about comparisons of problem-solutions to comparisons of alternative policy systems (Branham, 1989). Competitiveness standards were advanced for evaluating counterplans because if counterplans where alternative policy options, those options would have to be more beneficial than the status quo and the affirmative plan (Lichtman & Rohrer, 1975). In a similar vein, Louis Kaplow (1981) argued that the common conception of the counterplan was that it required a different set of rules for evaluating the position, but that counterplans could, and should, be evaluated using the same evaluation standards as the straight negative. In other ways, counterplan theory has been advanced, challenged, adapted, and ultimately, it has evolved. Madsen (1989) advanced a systems approach to competitiveness for counterplans as a move away from permutation theory, creating another evolution in theory. Solt (1989) argued that negative fiat should have some limitations to prevent the potential abuse of positions like utopian counterplans. Ulrich (1987) offered an argument in favor of the counter procedure counterplan. Herbeck (1985) examined the permutation standard of competitiveness in counterplan debates. Panetta and Dolley (1989) advocated for the topical counterplan. Like it or not, debate is evolutionary. It has evolved already and will continue to evolve. When counterplans are considered, the practice of debate has been to challenge
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the competitiveness standards. These challenges have involved the creation of new competition standards like systems theory or philosophical underpinnings. The removal of the non-topicality standard of competitiveness would also be a way for counterplan theory to evolve to the next level. With the removal, counterplan debates would focus on the merits (or lack thereof) of the counterplan instead of a focus on the procedural issues. Plan Focus versus Resolution Focus In the traditional conception of debate, the resolution has served as the focus of the debate round. The resolution sets the topic to be discussed and has been used to determine ground for each side of the debate (Ziegelmueller & Kay, 1997). While the resolution still determines the topic and helps differentiate ground, there has been a shift from the resolution focus of the debate to a plan focus. The affirmative team does not seek to defend the entire resolution, but instead defend the plan offered (Panetta & Dolley, 1989). The shift to a plan focus has some interesting implications. The plan focus of the debate creates the concept of parametrics. The affirmative side will advance a specific policy proposal, to the exclusion of all other possible policy proposals (Panetta & Dolley, 1989). Therefore, the parameters of the plan have limited what the affirmative is willing to defend while simultaneously expanding the potential negative ground. Bile (1996) claimed that the NFA rules for LD established that the affirmative debater must provide a proposal that fits within the framework of the resolution, but may not necessarily have to advocate for the resolution itself. The rules of LD then make it difficult to utilize a counterplan since the counterplan must be, according to the rules, non-topical (Bile, 1996). The LD rules endorse the parametrics of the resolution down to the affirmative proposal, yet handcuff the counterplan by forcing it
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to be evaluated against the entire resolution (Bile, 1996). It is for this reason that I do not believe there is such a thing as a topical counterplan. If the affirmative has selected a plan to advance, everything else would then be negative ground. Just because the affirmative could have run the counterplan as an affirmative case should not invalidate the merits of the alternative policy. When affirmatives use the argument that the counterplan could have been run as an affirmative case, it just proves that affirmatives want their cake and they want to eat it too. Some will argue that the use of parametrics or the plan focus to justify the removal of non-topicality as a standard for counterplans will result in dueling affirmatives. This is not the case because Lichtman and Rohrer (1975) provided debaters with the excellent competitiveness standards of mutual exclusivity and net benefits. As explained earlier, the plan and the counterplan must be mutually exclusive, meaning that both could not occur simultaneously. Additionally, Lichtman and Rohrer (1975) contended that the counterplan must have a distinct advantage over both the status quo and the affirmative proposal to warrant a judge’s ballot. Madsen (1989) argues that systems theory of competitiveness requires that the counterplan be a competing system to the affirmative plan, not just a separate sub-system. The position Madsen offers demonstrates that competition of counterplans can be determined without looking to topicality. Similarly, Solt (1989) argues that counterplan ground should be limited to US public actors and to the relevant policy literature. While neither Madsen nor Solt argue for parametrics in their respective articles, they do provide some basis for considering a movement away from the resolution focus and for the ways to consider counterplan competition without considering if the counterplan was topical.
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More Real World The favorite claim of many debaters is that judges should be policymakers or that debate is training for future policymaking. It is precisely that reason that I would like to consider the traditional conception of counterplan theory through the lens of the policymaker. When Solt offers two limitations to negative fiat, he claims that the negative counterplan should only include US public actors and the relevant policy literature (1989). Ryan makes a similar call for real world application of counterplans in his book Persuasive Advocacy: Cases for Argumentation and Debate (1985). Solt sets up a sound framework for evaluating counterplans from a real world perspective. If the counterplan, under Solt’s limitations, were to be considered before Congress, the representatives could only consider policy options available to the federal government. This is what it means to be in a policymaker paradigm. Now consider the issue of combating terrorism. If one representative were to argue for the repeal of the executive orders banning the use of assassinations as a means of combating terrorism, other representatives could make several arguments about how a policy of assassinations creates a bad precedent, encourages retaliation, puts the US at odds with other nations, and the like. However, it is also in the realm of possibility for another representative to propose a different policy for consideration, say one of dispute resolution with terrorist groups to deescalate hostilities. This alternative policy could just as easily be considered by the Congressional body as the original proposal. Both proposals could be evaluated for strengths and weaknesses and ultimately the best policy could be selected.
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How is this example any different than a debate round? The topic of combating terrorism bounds the discussion to available means of fighting terrorism. The two proposals represent the affirmative plan (assassinations) and the counterplan (dispute resolution). The two are clearly mutually exclusive because negotiations cannot work with the fear of assassination looming. So the debate would then center on the issue of net benefits. In the traditional conception of a debate round, the affirmative would claim that the counterplan was invalid because it could have been run as an affirmative case. But this does not get at the heart of the issue. Instead, the affirmative claim sidesteps the merits of the negative counterplan, further usurping the negative ground available. But by removing the non-topicality standard of counterplans, a more real world debate could happen, one where competing policy options are considered and evaluated. Increased Education The real purpose of debate is to improve the education of those debating (Ziegelmueller & Kay, 1997). Debaters are asked to research, develop arguments, brief positions, articulate perspectives, and refute their opponents (Freeley, 1990). To further the goal of education, many coaches and judges ask debaters to “go deep” or delve deep into the literature in order to have a more complete picture of the topic at hand and the issues being discussed. Limiting counterplan debates to the relevant policy literature was one of the negative fiat limitation proposed by Solt for this very reason (1989). For debate rounds to have substantive merit, the positions being argued must be grounded in the relevant topic literature. This is the only way to ensure that the educational value of the activity is upheld.
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The consideration of topicality in counterplan debates forces negative debaters who use counterplans to turn away from the topic literature because the counterplans cannot fall under the purview of the resolution. The traditional conception of the counterplan all but forces the non-US public actor counterplan where action comes by way of the states or international bodies. These alternative actors would not fall under the same body of literature as the literature governing the affirmative. In essence, for a debater, under the traditional conception of counterplan competition, to advance a counterplan, that debater would have to research two separate bodies of literature, one for the resolution and one for the counterplan. But when the non-topicality expectation is removed from counterplans, education can be increased. Negative debaters, and more specifically counterplan debaters, would only have to research one body of literature. This would enable the debater to dig deeper into the relevant topic literature in order to advance more sound arguments. The affirmative would also be better able to address the counterplan if it were grounded in the same body of literature as the affirmative plan. The affirmative would be able to use their research on the topic as a means of refuting the counterplan instead of having to research specific counterplans that are outside the relevant literature. Criticisms to the Reconceptualization of Counterplan Theory As with any call for the reconceptualization of theory, there are potential criticisms to the arguments being advanced by the author. This paper is no exception. There are three potential criticisms. That is not to say that these are the only issues with this proposal. However, these three criticisms are the ones most likely to be raised, based on counterplan debates in other formats, and likely to be the most substantial, based on
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the persuasive power of the positions. One of my main goals with this paper, beyond advancing a reconsideration of counterplan theory, is to stimulate discussion and scholarship on debate theory in the literature. Discussion in the relevant theory literature, whether agreement or disagreement, is the only way to raise the level of debate. The first criticism that may be levied at this proposal is that the theory literature concerning the non-topicality standard of counterplan competitiveness is at best mixed and at worst decidedly against the concept. As a result, there is not a body of literature where debate scholars are advocating for the reconsidering of the non-topicality standard. This limitation is met by two responses. First, as noted above, debate is evolutionary and the theory literature has not yet caught up to the practice of debate. What is much more accepted in practice is still not warmly received in literature. Second, the relevant theory literature is, for lack of a better word, old. The most recent theory literature on counterplan theory is from the late 1980s, with the exception of textbooks. And textbooks are advancing commonly accepted ideas, not controversial notions. The second criticism is that removing the non-topicality standard is premised on the concept of the plan focus. The plan focus allows for parametrics which allows the negative to consider what could be a topical proposal in another round to be a viable counterplan strategy. But if the resolution does more than just provide a topic, the plan focus approach would be completely undermined. I argue that so long as the affirmative is only advocating for the plan offered, the plan focus is here to stay. Further, the resolution focus is potentially problematic. Imagine a round where, under a resolution about increasing the production of energy from renewable energy sources, the affirmative proposes a plan to increase the
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number of hydrogen-powered cars. So far so go. But then the negative, under the resolution focus, stands and argues that wind and solar power systems are inefficient, costly, and barely out of the research and development stage. The negative concludes that since wind and solar are not viable options, the resolution should be rejected and the judge should vote negative. What is the judge to do? Most judges would say that there was no clash in the round and that the negative positions had nothing to do with hydrogen-powered cars. The resolution focus potentially condones debates that have no clash. This is why the plan focus is to be preferred. The third criticism of this reconceptualization of counterplan theory is that it would decrease education because negative debaters would just use their affirmative case as the negative counterplan, thus removing the need to do negative research. This could not be further from the truth. I am not now, nor would I ever, call for the removal of all competitiveness standards to counterplans. The counterplan must still be mutually exclusive and net beneficial for it to be a viable negative strategy. Otherwise, affirmative responses like permutations would capture the counterplan and render it useless to the negative. Any negative debater that did not establish a mutually exclusive, net beneficial counterplan would run the risk of losing the round. So competition checks the potential abuse. Education would be increased because the negative and the affirmative would be debating from the same body of literature. This makes the debates more real world and more educational. Further, theory debates about the validity of counterplans would be more educational because debaters would be discussing theoretical reasons why the counterplan could or could not be used. The only way to ensure adequate education, as
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discussed above, is to remove the non-topicality standard of competitiveness from counterplan theory. Conclusion Counterplan theory has come a long way since the initial theoretical article by Lichtman and Rohrer. Counterplan usage has increases across the board. But as debate practices have evolved, the counterplan has continually lost traction as a viable negative strategy due to the plan focus of affirmative teams and broadening resolutions. In order to correct this problem of counterplan ground being usurped, counterplan theory must be reconsidered. It is my contention that by removing the non-topicality standard of competitiveness from counterplan theory, negative debaters can reinstate the counterplan as a tool in the negative arsenal. This reconceptualization of counterplan theory will make counterplan debates more real world and increase education. In the end, it is a small change that will have major ramifications that will ultimately allow the counterplan to again be the means for the negative to level the playing field.
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