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 By definition, debate coaches are contentious and the 
history of modern debate has been marked by an inter-play of 
collegiality and competition (Bruschke, 2004, p. 82). However, 
modern debate has amped up natural levels of antagonism so that it 
now exists in a clash between one group that employs an 
argumentative style heavily centered on evidence and speed 
against another that seeks to criticize the form and style of these 
debates. Debates between the two factions are frequently 
conceived as a clash of civilizations (Solt, 2004, p. 44).  
 Rhetoric from both sides often reaches a fever pitch. Tim 
O’Donnell of Mary Washington University’s judging philosophy 
says that, “[r]ight now…there is a war going on…and the very 
future of policy debate as an educationally and competitively 
coherent activity hangs in the balance” (2008). The other side of 
the coin is equally forthright. Asha Cerian offered in her judge 
philosophy “to vote on Ks [kritiks] and alternative forms of debate. 
And that’s it” (2007).  Similarly, Andy Ellis has posted a series of 
you-tube videos to e-debate calling for a more radical approach. In 
one video entitled “Unifying the opposition,” Ellis describes 
debate as a war and calls for insurgents seeking to overthrow 
existing debate practices (Ellis, 2008b).  
 While these views are extreme, long-time observers have 
noted changes in the tone and tenor of debate discussions. Jeff 
Parcher observed that the fragmentation of the 2004 National 
Debate Tournament “seemed viscerally different” than previous 
disputes (2004, p. 89). These disagreements seem highly 
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personalized and “wrought with frustrations, anxiety, resistance, 
and backlash” (Zompetti, 2004, p. 27). One coach noted that the 
difference between the current era of factionalization and 
controversies of the past is that, “no one left counter-warrant 
debates in tears.” 
 Much of the controversy involves the resolution itself, 
and whether teams should have to defend the resolution, or 
whether they can mount a broader criticism of the activity (Snider, 
2003). Steve Woods notes that, “Academic debate is now entering 
a third state, a critical turn in the activity. The identifying element 
of this change is that abandonment of the role playing that the 
construct of fiat enabled” (Woods, 2003, p. 87). 
 This journal previously (2004) addressed issues regarding 
the growing divide in policy debate. However, the role of the 
debate resolution in the clash of civilizations was largely ignored. 
Here, I defend the notion that activist approaches of critical 
debaters can best flourish if grounded in topical advocacy defined 
in terms of the resolution. This approach encourages the 
pedagogical benefits of debates about discourse and 
representations while preserving the educational advantages of 
switch-side debate. 
 Debaters’ increased reliance on speech act and 
performativity theory in debates generates a need to step back and 
re-conceptualize the false dilemma of the “policy only” or “kritik 
only” perspective. Policy debate’s theoretical foundations should 
find root in an overarching theory of debate that incorporates both 
policy and critical exchanges. Here, I will seek to conceptualize 
debate as a dialogue, following the theoretical foundations of 
Mikhail Bakhtin (1990) and Star Muir (1993) that connects the 
benefits of dialogical modes of argument to competitive debate. 
Ideally, the resolution should function to negotiate traditional and 
activist approaches.  

Taking the resolution as an invitation to a dialogue about 
a particular set of ideas would preserve the affirmative 
team’s obligation to uphold the debate resolution. At the 
same time, this approach licenses debaters to argue both 
discursive and performative advantages. While this view is 
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broader than many policy teams would like, and certainly 
more limited than many critical teams would prefer, this 
approach captures the advantages of both modes of debate 
while maintaining the stable axis point of argumentation for 
a full clash of ideas around these values. 
 Here, I begin with an introduction to the dialogic model, 
which I will relate to the history of switch-side debate and the 
current controversy. Then, I will defend my conception of debate 
as a dialogical exchange. Finally, I will answer potential criticisms 
to the debate as a dialogue construct. 
 
Setting the Argumentative Table: Conceptualizing Debate as a 

Dialogue 
 Conceiving debate as a dialogue exposes a means of 
bridging the divide between the policy community and the kritik 
community. Here I will distinguish between formal argument and 
dialogue. 
 While formal argument centers on the demands of 
informal and formal logic as a mechanism of mediation, dialogue 
tends to focus on the relational aspects of an interaction. As such, it 
emphasizes the give-and-take process of negotiation. 
Consequently, dialogue emphasizes outcomes related to agreement 
or consensus rather than propositional correctness (Mendelson & 
Lindeman, 2000).  
 As dialogue, the affirmative case constitutes a discursive 
act that anticipates a discursive response. The consequent interplay 
does not seek to establish a propositional truth, but seeks to initiate 
an in-depth dialogue between the debate participants. Such an 
approach would have little use for rigid rules of logic or argument, 
such as stock issues or fallacy theory, except to the point where the 
participants agreed that these were functional approaches. Instead, 
a dialogic approach encourages evaluations of affirmative cases 
relative to their performative benefits, or whether or not the case is 
a valuable speech act. The move away from formal logic structure 
toward a dialogical conversation model allows for a broader 
perspective regarding the ontological status of debate. 
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 At the same time, a dialogical approach challenges the 
ways that many teams argue speech act and performance theory in 
debates. Because there are a range of ways that performative 
oriented teams argue their cases, there is little consensus regarding 
the status of topicality. While some take topicality as a central 
challenge to creating performance-based debates, many argue that 
topicality is wholly irrelevant to the debate, contending that the 
requirement that a critical affirmative be topical silences creativity 
and oppositional approaches. However, if we move beyond 
viewing debate as an ontologically independent monologue—but 
as an invitation to dialogue, our attention must move from the 
ontology of the affirmative case to a consideration of the case in 
light of exigent opposition (Farrell, 1985). Thus, the initial speech 
act of the affirmative team sets the stage for an emergent response. 
While most responses deal directly with the affirmative case, 
Farrell notes that they may also deal with metacommunication 
regarding the process of negotiation. In this way, we may 
conceptualize the affirmative’s goal in creating a “germ of a 
response” (Bakhtin, 1990) whose completeness bears on the 
possibility of all subsequent utterances. 
 Conceived as a dialogue, the affirmative speech act 
anticipates the negative response. A failure to adequately 
encourage, or anticipate a response deprives the negative speech 
act and the emergent dialogue of the capacity for a complete 
inquiry. Such violations short circuit the dialogue and undermine 
the potential for an emerging dialogue to gain significance (either 
within the debate community or as translated to forums outside of 
the activity). Here, the dialogical model performs as a fairness 
model, contending that the affirmative speech act, be it policy 
oriented, critical, or performative in nature, must adhere to 
normative restrictions to achieve its maximum competitive and 
ontological potential.  
 This is not new. The notion of affirmative restrictions 
harkens back to the old controversies over switch-side debate, 
when proponents argued that debaters be required to argue against 
their own personal convictions in favor of topics they personally 
opposed, while opponents contended that debaters should never 
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betray their personal convictions. Darin Hicks and Ronald Greene 
(2000) call this stance “rhetoric of commitment.” Initially, formats 
that require debaters to speak against their own personal 
convictions were considered unethical by opponents of switch-side 
debate. Defenders countered with an Aristotlean ethic that asked 
debaters to learn their positions from all sides.  
 Current controversies replay elements of debates 
regarding switching sides. The primary addition to the discussion 
regards the role of speech acts and performance. Affirmative teams 
often defend their advocacy in the context of a larger critical 
project, often claiming that the benefits of their project supersede 
localized fairness norms so that topicality and other procedurals 
are outweighed. This approach powerfully challenges requirements 
that affirmatives be topical. 
 

Defending Debate as a Dialogue 
 After having examined the current state of debate and the 
impetus for a change to a dialogical model, this section will defend 
three benefits to re-conceptualizing debate in a dialogic manner. 
First, unfettered affirmative options deny argumentative space to 
negative teams who become unable to meaningfully present a 
counter speech act to the affirmative speech act. Second, by 
placing a single immutable claim at the center of all debates on 
both sides of the topic as part of a greater project, debaters deny 
themselves, their opponents, and the judges the benefits of 
understanding the unique dynamics of contingent claims. Third, 
maintaining stable advocacy through both sides and on all topics, 
regardless of the resolution, prevents students from seriously 
engaging their perspective from any other position. This essay 
argues that re-conceptualizing fairness norms like topicality into a 
dialogue model will help to void these problems while licensing 
critical styles and modes of argumentation. 
 

Setting a Table: Fairness Norms as a Pre-Requisite for 
Argumentation 

 Debate as a dialogue sets an argumentative table, where 
all parties receive a relatively fair opportunity to voice their 
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position. Anything that fails to allow participants to have their 
position articulated denies one side of the argumentative table a 
fair hearing. The affirmative side is set by the topic and fairness 
requirements. While affirmative teams have recently resisted 
affirming the topic, in fact, the topic selection process is rigorous, 
taking the relative ground of each topic as its central point of 
departure. 
 Setting the affirmative reciprocally sets the negative. The 
negative crafts approaches to the topic consistent with affirmative 
demands. The negative crafts disadvantages, counter-plans, and 
critical arguments premised on the arguments that the topic allows 
for the affirmative team. According to fairness norms, each side 
sits at a relatively balanced argumentative table.  
 When one side takes more than its share, competitive 
equity suffers. However, it also undermines the respect due to the 
other involved in the dialogue. When one side excludes the other, 
it fundamentally denies the personhood of the other participant 
(Ehninger, 1970, p. 110). A pedagogy of debate as dialogue takes 
this respect as a fundamental component. A desire to be fair is a 
fundamental condition of a dialogue that takes the form of a 
demand for equality of voice. Far from being a banal request for 
links to a disadvantage, fairness is a demand for respect, a demand 
to be heard, a demand that a voice backed by literally months upon 
months of preparation, research, and critical thinking not be 
silenced. 
 Affirmative cases that suspend basic fairness norms 
operate to exclude particular negative strategies. Unprepared, one 
side comes to the argumentative table unable to meaningfully 
participate in a dialogue. They are unable to “understand what 
‘went on…’” and are left to the whims of time and power (Farrell, 
1985, p. 114). Hugh Duncan furthers this line of reasoning: 

Opponents not only tolerate but honor and respect each 
other because in doing so they enhance their own chances 
of thinking better and reaching sound decisions. 
Opposition is necessary because it sharpens thought in 
action. We assume that argument, discussion, and talk, 
among free an informed people who subordinate 
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themselves to rules of discussion, are the best ways to 
decisions of any kind, because it is only through such 
discussion that we reach agreement which binds us to a 
common cause…If we are to be equal…relationships 
among equals must find expression in many formal and 
informal institutions (Duncan, 1993, p. 196-197). 

Debate compensates for the exigencies of the world by offering a 
framework that maintains equality for the sake of the conversation 
(Farrell, 1985, p. 114).  
 For example, an affirmative case on the 2007-2008 
college topic might defend neither state nor international action in 
the Middle East, and yet claim to be germane to the topic in some 
way. The case essentially denies the arguments that state action is 
oppressive or that actions in the international arena are 
philosophically or pragmatically suspect. Instead of allowing for 
the dialogue to be modified by the interchange of the affirmative 
case and the negative response, the affirmative subverts any 
meaningful role to the negative team, preventing them from 
offering effective “counter-word” and undermining the value of a 
meaningful exchange of speech acts. Germaneness and other 
substitutes for topical action do not accrue the dialogical benefits 
of topical advocacy. 
 

A Siren’s Call: Falsely Presuming Epistemic Benefits 
 In addition to the basic equity norm, dismissing the idea 
that debaters defend the affirmative side of the topic encourages 
advocates to falsely value affirmative speech acts in the absence of 
a negative response. There may be several detrimental 
consequences that go unrealized in a debate where the affirmative 
case and plan are not topical. Without ground, debaters may fall 
prey to a siren’s call, a belief that certain critical ideals and 
concepts are axiological, existing beyond doubt without scrutiny.  
 Bakhtin contends that in dialogical exchanges “the greater 
the number and weight” of counter-words, the deeper and more 
substantial our understanding will be (Bakhtin, 1990). The 
matching of the word to the counter-word should be embraced by 
proponents of critical activism in the activity, because these 
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dialogical exchanges allow for improvements and modifications in 
critical arguments. 
 Muir argues that “debate puts students into greater contact 
with the real world by forcing them to read a great deal of 
information” (1993, p. 285). He continues, “[t]he constant 
consumption of material…is significantly constitutive. The 
information grounds the issues under discussion, and the process 
shapes the relationship of the citizen to the public arena” (p. 285). 
Through the process of comprehensive understanding, debate 
serves both as a laboratory and a constitutive arena. Ideas find 
and lose adherents. Ideas that were once considered beneficial are 
modified, changed, researched again, and sometimes discarded 
altogether. 
 A central argument for open deliberation is that it 
encourages a superior consensus to situations where one side is 
silenced. Christopher Peters contends, “The theory holds that 
antithesis ultimately produces a better consensus, that the clash of 
differing, even opposing interests and ideas in the process of 
decision making…creates decisions that are better for having been 
subjected to this trial by fire” (1997, p. 336). 
 The combination of a competitive format and the 
necessity to take points of view that one does not already agree 
with combines to create a unique educational experience for all 
participants. Those that eschew the value of such experience by an 
axiological position short-circuit the benefits of the educational 
exchange for themselves, their opponents, as well as the judges and 
observers of such debates. 
 

The Devil’s Advocate: Advancing Activism by Learning 
Potential Weaknesses 

 Willingness to argue against what one believes helps the 
advocate understand the strengths and weaknesses of their own 
position. It opens the potential for a new synthesis of material that 
is superior to the first (Dybvig & Iverson, 2000). Serving as a 
devil’s advocate encourages an appreciation for middle ground and 
nuance (Dell, 1958). Failure to see both sides can lead to high 
levels of ego involvement and dogmatism (Hicks & Greene, 2000). 
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Survey data confirms these conclusions. Star Muir found that 
debaters become more tolerant after learning to debate both sides 
of an issue (Muir, 1993). 
 Such tolerance is predictable since debate is firmly 
grounded in respect for the other through the creation of a fair 
dialogue. Ironically, opponents of a debate as dialogue risk falling 
prey to dogmatism and the requisite failure to respect potential 
middle grounds. Perceiving the world through the lens of 
contingency and probability can be beneficial to real-world 
activism when its goal is creating consensus out of competing 
interests. The anti-oppression messages of critical teams would 
benefit from a thorough investigation of such claims, and not 
merely an untested axiological assumption. 
 

Answering Criticisms to the Debate as Dialogue Model 
There are several well-worn answers to the argument that 

affirmatives should defend the topic. First, requiring debaters to 
defend the topic would require debaters to say something they do 
not believe, which is unfair to the debater and unethical as a 
practice. Second, advocates argue that there is “other ground” 
available to the negative team, and thus the requirement that the 
affirmative team defend the topic is ultimately unnecessary. 
Finally, they argue that the topic process produces topics that are 
not meaningful or accessible to a diverse set of debaters. 
 

Falsely Comparing Debate with Public Speaking 
 The argument that debaters should not argue in favor of 
ideas that they do not believe treats debate as with a normal public 
speaking event. This controversy was discussed thoroughly in 
various speech journals throughout the 1950s and 1960s, with most 
authors coming to the conclusion that debate is a unique public 
speaking event, where participants and observers disassociate the 
debater from their role. 
 Richard Murphy lays out the case that students should not 
be forced to say something they do not believe, a concept quite 
similar to modern-day advocates of the notion that affirmatives 
should not have to defend the topic (1957; 1963). Murphy 
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contends, “The argument against debating both sides is very simple 
and consistent. Debate…is a form of public speaking. A public 
statement is a public commitment” (1957, p. 2). Murphy believed 
students should discuss and research an issue until they understood 
their position on the issue and then take the stand and defend only 
that side of the proposition. Murphy’s fear was that students risk 
becoming a “weather vane,” having “character only when the wind 
is not blowing” (1963, p. 246). 
 In contrast, Nicholas Cripe distinguished between 
speaking and debating (1957, p. 210). Cripe contended that, unlike 
a public speaker, a debater is “not trying to convince the judges, or 
his opponents” of the argument but merely to illustrate that their 
team has done the superior debating (p. 211). Debating in this 
sense exists with an obligation to give each position its best 
defense, in much the way an attorney does for a client. Here, the 
process of defending a position for the purposes of debate is 
distinct from their advocacy for a cause in a larger sense. As such, 
they are like Socrates in the Phaedrus, speaking with their heads 
covered so as not to anger the gods (Murphy 1957, p. 3). 
 Additionally, debate is unlike public speaking since it 
happens almost always in a private setting. There are several 
distinctions. First, very few people watch individual contest 
rounds. The vast majority of such rounds take place with five 
people in the room—the four debaters, and the lone judge. Even 
elimination rounds with the largest audiences have no more than 
approximately one hundred observers, almost all of whom are 
debaters. Rarely do people outside the community watch debates. 
Also, debate has developed a set of norms and procedures quite 
unlike public speaking. While some indict these norms (Warner 
2003), the rapid rate of speed and heavy reliance on evidence 
distinguishes debate from public speaking. Our activity is more 
like the closed debating society that Murphy admits can be judged 
by “pedagogical, rather than ethical, standards” (1957, p. 7). 
 When debates do occur that target the general public 
(public debates on campus for example), moderators are careful to 
explain that debaters may be playing devil’s advocate. Such 
statements prevent confusion regarding whether or not a debater 
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speaks in a role or from personal conviction. While speaking from 
conviction is a political act, speaking in accordance with a role is a 
pedagogical one (Klopf & McCroskey, 1964, p. 37). 
 However, this does not mean that debaters are victims. 
The sophistication of modern argument and the range of strategic 
choices available to modern debaters allow them to choose 
positions that are consistent with their belief structures. The rise of 
plan-inclusive counterplans, kritiks, and other strategies allow 
negative teams to largely align themselves with agreeable 
affirmative cases while distinguishing away narrow slivers of 
arguments that allow debaters to rarely argue completely against 
their convictions. While some contend that this undermines the 
value of switch-side debate (Ellis, 2008b; Shanahan, 2004), in fact, 
the notion that debaters employ nuanced answers to debate topics 
illustrates the complexity of modern debate resolutions.  
 Those who worry that competitive academic debate will 
cause debaters to lose their convictions, as Greene and Hicks do in 
their 2005 article, confuse the cart with the horse. Conviction is not 
a priori to discussion, it flows from it. A. Craig Baird argued, 
“Sound conviction depends upon a thorough understanding of the 
controversial problem under consideration (1955, p. 5). Debate 
encourages rigorous training and scrutiny of arguments before 
debaters declare themselves an advocate for a given cause. Debate 
creates an ethical obligation to interrogate ideas from a neutral 
position so that they may be freely chosen subsequently. 
 A second reason to reject the topic has to do with its 
exclusivity. Many teams argue that because topicality and other 
fairness constraints prevent particular speech acts, debaters are 
denied a meaningful voice in the debate process. Advocates argue 
that because the negative excludes a particular affirmative 
performance that they have also precluded the affirmative team. 
 The problem with this line of reasoning is that it views 
exclusion as a unitary act of definitional power. However, a 
dialogical perspective allows us to see power flowing both ways. A 
large range of affirmative cases necessitates fewer negative 
strategies that are relevant to the range of such cases. If the 
affirmative can present any case it desires, the benefits of the 
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research, preparation, and in-depth thinking that go into the 
creation of negative strategies are diminished, if not eviscerated 
entirely. The affirmative case is obliged to invite a negative 
response. 
 In addition, even when the negative strategy is not 
entirely excluded, any strategy that diminishes argumentative 
depth and quality diminishes the quality of in-round dialogue. An 
affirmative speech act that flagrantly violates debate fairness 
norms and claims that the benefits of the affirmative act supersede 
the need for such guidelines has the potential of excluding a 
meaningful negative response, and undermines the pedagogical 
benefits of the in-round dialogue. The “germ of a response” 
(Bakhtin, 1990) is stunted. 
 While affirmative teams often accuse the negative of 
using a juridical rule to exclude them, the affirmative also relies 
upon an unstated rule to exclude the negative response. This 
unstated but understood rule is that the negative speech act must 
serve to negate the affirmative act. Thus, affirmative teams often 
exclude an entire range of negative arguments, including 
arguments designed to challenge the hegemony, domination, and 
oppression inherent in topical approaches to the resolution. 
Becoming more than just a ritualistic tag-line of “fairness, 
education, time skew, voting issue,” fairness exists in the implicit 
right to be heard in a meaningful way. Ground is just that—a 
ground to stand on, a ground to speak from, a ground by which to 
meaningfully contribute to an ongoing conversation. 
 Conversely, in a dialogical exchange, debaters come to 
realize the positions other than their own have value, and that 
reasonable minds can disagree on controversial issues. This respect 
encourages debaters to modify and adapt their own positions on 
critical issues without the threat of being labeled a hypocrite. The 
conceptualization of debate as a dialogue allows challenges to take 
place from a wide variety of perspectives. By offering a stable 
referent the affirmative must uphold, the negative can choose to 
engage the affirmative on the widest possible array of “counter-
words,” enhancing the pedagogical process produced by debate. 
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 Additionally, debate benefits activism by exposing the 
participants to a wide range of points of view on topics of public 
importance. A debater starting their career in the fall of 2005 
would have debated about China, landmark Supreme Court 
decisions, Middle East policy, and agricultural policy. It is 
unsurprising that many debaters contend that debate is one of the 
most educationally valuable experiences of their lives.  
 Thus, the unique distinctions between debate and public 
speaking allow debaters the opportunity to learn about a wide 
range of issues from multiple perspectives. This allows debaters to 
formulate their own opinions about controversial subjects through 
an in-depth process of research and testing of ideas. Putting the 
cart before the horse by assuming that one knows that the 
resolution is oppressive and cannot be meaningfully affirmed 
denies debaters the ability to craft a nuanced answer to the 
question posed by the resolution.  
 

“Some Ground” is Not Resolutional Ground 
 The central claim to this essay is that debate works best 
when it is dialogic and the topic is an invitation to participate. 
There are three pedagogical benefits to conceptualizing the 
resolution as an invitation. First, all teams have equal access to the 
resolution. Second, teams spend the entire year preparing 
approaches for and against the resolution. Finally, the resolution 
represents a community consensus of worthwhile and equitably 
debatable topics rooted in a collective history and experience of 
debate. 
 First, teams have equal access to the resolution. The 
problem with relying upon prior disclosure, case lists, and word of 
mouth is that access is often tied to opportunity and resources. 
While it is true that there has been a phenomenal upsurge in the 
availability of case list access through technology, it is still the 
case that the resolution provides the most equal and fair access for 
all teams concerned. Each school in the community knows the 
wording of the resolution, even if they are not aware of the 
modifications made to any particular case. 
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 The notion that the negative team can rely upon the 
benevolence of the affirmative to provide strategic options 
radically tilts the argumentative table in favor of the affirmative. 
Providing the resolution as a baseline test operates as a demand for 
the negative’s approach to the topic to be heard. Instead of leaving 
the affirmative in complete control of what approaches to the topic 
the negative is allowed to argue, debate as a dialogue uses the 
resolution as a centerpiece of a demand to be heard. 
 Second, teams spend the entire year preparing approaches 
for and against the resolution. The best debates often come from 
in-depth clash over a core area of the topic. It is not uncommon for 
debaters to spend between forty and sixty hours a week on debate, 
carefully refining their approaches to the topic. 
 A common rejoinder is that debaters should think on their 
feet, and be prepared to debate against unusual affirmative cases 
and plans. While thinking on one’s feet is certainly valuable, 
allowing one side to think on their feet with the benefit of research, 
prior preparation, coaching, and thinking through arguments in 
advance, while depriving the other side of all such benefits hardly 
seems like a strategy that will result in a productive dialogue. 
Thinking on one’s feet is always framed by one’s past thoughts, 
arguments, and research base. 
 Instead, debates are best when both sides have the 
opportunity to think ahead to the range of choices that the 
affirmative team can provide to the resolution. While there may 
always be some ground for the negative to respond to the 
affirmative team, that ground should stem from the resolution in 
order to maximize the benefits of the dialogical exchange which 
competitive debate allows. 
 Finally, there has been a concerted community effort to 
ensure that the resolution provides subjects of controversy that are 
controversial, balanced, and anticipate a nuanced approach. Ross 
Smith notes, “Affirmative teams try to find what they think might 
be a slam dunk case, but in crafting resolutions the idea is to find a 
controversial area with ground for both sides” (2000). 
 The resolution is the result of a painstaking process; it is 
thoroughly discussed, debated, and ultimately submitted to the 
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debate community for a vote. It is framed, ultimately, as an issue 
about which reasonable minds could differ. Reliance upon 
alternative systems, such as germaneness, lists of ground provided 
by the other side in the debate, or the fact that a team has run a 
case in the past, betrays the central point of having a dialogue 
about the resolution and undermines the consensus upon which the 
whole enterprise depends. 
 And while there are obviously some valid complaints 
about individual topics, as a whole, resolutions allow for a wide 
range of approaches to issues of the day. It is striking on the 2008-
2009 resolution that conservative groups like the Heritage 
Foundation and the CATO Institute as well as Oxfam and the 
Sierra Club oppose agricultural subsidies, if for very different 
reasons. Teams could easily find evidence that subsidies go down a 
rat-hole, are counter-productive to free market economics, as well 
as arguing that subsidies entrench racism both domestically and 
globally, and prevent an ethic of care toward the global 
environment. Those that argue that the topic does not access issues 
relevant to a wide variety of special interests and minority groups 
may simply be asking for too much. 
 Establishing the resolution as the bright line standard for 
evaluation of equity at the argumentative table allows all sides to 
the controversy access to formulating their approach to both sides 
of the topic question. 
 

Topics are Carefully Worded and Vetted 
 Several argue that contemporary topics focus on subject 
matter of limited interest to minority students. Ede Warner 
contends that topics which “directly affect” the lives of those 
interested in social justice struggles are more likely to find 
acceptance than topics “of lesser direct relevance to their lives” 
(2003, p. 71). The consequence of these topics, as Beth Skinner 
alleges, is to leave minority students likely to “opt out of the topic 
altogether” (Skinner, 2008). 
 At the same time, allowing for an “opt out” clause any 
time anyone is unhappy with the topic undoes the benefits of 
learning about a wide variety of subject matter and the benefits of 
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being a devil’s advocate. It also undermines the benefits of 
engaging in dialogue. Debaters obviously have individual 
preferences and variations in what they enjoy researching, and not 
every topic will be to their liking. They also have multiple years in 
the activity to learn about a wide variety of subjects. The topics 
one debates throughout their time in the activity serve as an 
academic curriculum, creating a broad base of knowledge by the 
time one graduates. 
 Furthermore, students are actively encouraged to write 
topic papers and advocate for particular causes. Both the 2006-
2007 resolution on Middle East policy and the 2007-2008 
resolution on agricultural support policy were co-written by 
students. The choice of agricultural subsidies over topics like 
Russia and arms control may give hope to individuals who feel that 
topics are too uni-dimensional. 
 Finally, study of records at national tournaments indicates 
that the topic committee has done a pretty good job balancing 
ground. According to Jon Bruschke’s statistical compilations at 
debateresults, over the last several years, affirmative and negative 
win percentages have been very close to comparable. Whether this 
is because debate tends to reward the team that does the better 
debating, or because the topics are fairly evenly balanced, the 
notion that topics are so bad that affirmative teams have no choice 
but to flee from the discussion is not supported by the competitive 
data. 
 

Conclusion 
 Conceiving debate as a dialogue instead of a more rigid 
and formalistic dialectical mode of argument offers a means of 
incorporating a discursive exchange of ideas on both policy and 
critical concepts. Certain limits to debate are necessary. The debate 
as dialogue model rejects a policy only model while providing for 
the opportunity for a thorough exchange of ideas over emerging 
rhetorical and performative styles. While hardly a panacea, the 
notion of debate as a dialogue allows for argumentative clash over 
emerging academic controversies. 
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