Answering Topicality

Don't panic! Just because the negative makes an argument, don't assume that it's true. The truth is that it is very difficult to win topicality on the negative and relatively easy to win topicality on the affirmative. Don't get cocky, though. If you're not careful, topicality can ruin an otherwise successful affirmative round.

Remember: Advantages and Solvency don't make you topical. Topicality focuses on what the PLAN does. The fact that your advantages talk about the same things as the resolution is largely irrelevant. Make sure your PLAN is topical.

Common Answers to T

If possible you want to fist meet their definition.  This would be (A).  Make sure to explain why you meet their definition.  If you can do that, change (A) to (B) in the following list, and do all of the following. If you can’t start as follows.

(A) Counter-definition. The negative will read a definition of one of the words in the resolution that makes your plan sound non-topical. It is your job to answer that definition with a “counter-definition": a different definition of the same word that makes your plan sound topical.

(B) Counter-interpretation.  Explain your interpretation 

(C) We meet our counter-interpretation.

(D) Reasons to prefer the Affirmative Interpretation.  Here you want to explain why your interpretation is better.  Also you want to answer back their standards.  You can attack the standards and show why the Aff interpretation is better (i.e., why it better limits the topic if they ran fair limits, or why it is more predictable if they ran predictability).  You also want to run some Aff Standards (or Aff reasons to prefer Aff’s interpretation over Neg’s interpretation).  Attack 1 or 2 of their standards if possible, and then pick 2-3 from this list:

1. No in round abuse.  The negative cannot point to any actual in-round abuse, so they have not been hurt in the round.  

2. Lit checks abuse: The negative came prepared with case-specific arguments in anticipation that we would run this case.  They would have no reason to research a case that isn’t topical.

3. Clash checks abuse: We are able to debate this with evidence supporting both sides; the fact that we are able to support these arguments under the resolution proves that we fall under it and are therefore topical.
4. Education: Having a wider range of cases provides better education for students involved because we learn more about more ideas.
5. Other words check abuse.  The resolution is composed of many different words. Since the plan has to be an example of ALL the different words in the resolution, then violating a single word is not such a big deal. If the plan meets all the words in the resolution except one, for example, then it is still talking about the same general things as the resolution.

6. Solvency checks abuse. The Aff definitions could not really add hundreds of new plans to the topic because most of those new plans would not solve any significant problem.

7. Aff is reasonably topical. As long as the plan is reasonable, the judge should ignore topicality.  The negative has evidence against the case.  If the negative can fairly DEBATE the case, then the plan is reasonably topical. The judge must decide whether or not the plan unfairly harms the negative in the round.

(E) Topicality is not a Voter.  Reasons why topicality is NOT a voting issue. Most debater are taught that topicality is an absolute voting issue, which means that the negative can win the entire round just by winning topicality. We don’t agree that this is true. Here are some common reasons affirmatives give why the judge should not consider topicality:

1. Language is indeterminate. Is there such thing as “the best” definition? Ultimately, the words we use to describe things are not precise. Because language is imprecise (or “indeterminate it is unfair to base a decision in a round on competing definitions. Besides, meaning is not found in words but in people.

2. Topicality silences important voices. In many cases, policy-makers do not hear important ideas because they come from people who have unpopular opinions. Policy-makers avoid listening to these important ideas by using obscure rules and procedures. Some affirmatives argue that topicality is just another meaningless procedure that prevents important ideas from being debated. Evidence describing the importance of the plan is helpful in making this claim.

3. Judges decide what’s Topical.  There is no way to know what is topical until judges decide.  If you belief the Aff is reasonably topical, vote aff and send the message to the debate community that the resolution contains this Aff case.
The biggest mistake that Aff’s make is not debating both the top (definitions and interpretations) and bottom (standards and voters) of the flow.  If you debate both, you will win more rounds on topicality.
