Topicality on the Affirmative
Casey Kelly

Resolved: The United States federal government should substantially increase social services for persons living in poverty in the United States.

I. Overview of Aff. T Strategy

a. Why do we debate topicality? Why do terms such as ground and fairness matter?

i. In policy debate, we rarely if ever defend the whole resolution, thus, its important to define the policies that fit within the resolution – it is an important procedural question that allows the affirmative to defend strategic examples of the resolution without undermining the negative’s ability to predictably prepare and debate the topic.

ii. Topicality is a debate of competing interpretations – strategize for the affirmative is about defining a reasonable rather than limiting interpretation of the topic
b. Understand that the Aff has more at stake than the negative

i. Aff can lose the whole debate on topicality the neg cannot

ii. Its better to have an arguable topical aff that is moderately strategic than a blatantly non-topical aff that is the best affirmative ever written

iii. Aff will never meet all interpretations of the topic but has the advantage of pre-round preparation, plan writing, research in the context of the affirmative and the topic
II. Strategizing for the Affirmative

a. Should view topicality as a disadvantage to create more offensive and comprehensive answers

i. Topicality is a procedural disadvantage.
1. Interpretation/definition is a uniqueness claims – the negative promotes an interpretation of the topic that they assert creates good, predictable, and limiting debates 

2. Violation is the link – the affirmative is outside of and undermines this interpretation of the topic

3. Voting issue is the impact

ii. Offensive paradigm: How does this change your strategy?

1. Must put offense of the violation, what does that mean?
a. Counter-interpretation of the topic that includes your affirmative (you must meet your CI)

i. Cannot let the negative define the topic, they will tend to provide the most limiting versions that favor the negative as opposed to reasonable interpretations that balance aff and negative

ii. You will be beholden the only definition in the debate

iii. How can I counterinterpret

1. Analytically

a. Reinterpreting the definition within the grammatical structure of the resolution

b. Reinterpreting the negative’s definition, perhaps their definition does not support their violation
c. Advantages: resolutional context

d. Disads: No evidence support 

2. Dictionary definitions
a. Legal, policy, and common
b. Advantages: precise, generally accepted, intend to define the word, avoid special interests, have authority

c. Disadvantages: decontextual, rigid, too limiting, can be outdated 

3. Policy literature/contextual evidence
a. Agents of social services and poverty administration, academic and peer-reviewed literature and other experts

b. Advantages: contextual, qualified,
c. Disad: not intended to define

b. Disadvantage to the negatives interpretation/comparative advantages of the affirmatives interpretation
i. Must provide a reason to prefer your interpretation and they should always be comparative.
ii. Source qualification: What type of definition should be preferred? Contextual evidence is best for the aff.

iii. Overlimits/too few cases meet – the Aff should privilege reasonability over limits; limits are a negative trick to artificially reduce the size of the topic (balanced aff and neg ground).
iv. Defend your interpretation against negative mischaracterizations and slippery slope arguments (i.e. explodes the topic)
v. Even if you do not meet their interpretation you can still beat their violation

iii. “We meet” arguments are “no links”
1. Except in extreme cases you can find ways to fit your aff within their definition or ways in which it reasonably meets the violation
2. Reading contextual evidence vs. dictionary definitions advances this argument

iv. “No abuse” arguments are “Impact/internal link takeouts”
1. There are better and worse “no abuse” arguments
a. Good arguments attack the logical fallacies of the negatives interpretation (i.e. slippery-slope arguments, potential abuses, jurisdictional voters, tradition) For example, expanding the topic may be good, balancing aff and neg good, overlimiting is a bad because it destroys aff. Innovation, etc. 

b. Bad arguments include topicality is not a voting issue or is a reverse voting issue.

III. In-round tactics

a. Pre-round/1ac

i.  Should already have 2ac frontlines to the predictable/core topicality questions, though you cannot predict every interpretation. 

ii. Plan should be written in a way you can defend as being topical, or how the majority of people seem to interpret the topic

b. The 2ac 

i. T must be a top priority but does not necessarily have to be first in the order. 

ii. Read each violation and check for hidden voting issues, effects and xtra t violations, agent spec or other specifications, “must defend the whole resolution” or “must have all words of the resolution in plan text violations.”
iii. If there are multiple violations, sometimes they contradict and can be used to your advantage. (For example “substantial is without material qualification” and “social services are health, education, and welfare.” To answer one requires contradiction. You should counter-interpret in a way that resolves the contradiction (the one you are more likely to meet) and argue that no case meets their interpretation thus, the judge should prefer your more consistent interpretation. 
iv. Include offense and defense, but avoid silly counter-standards that never win debates and are distractions (for example, “aff has the right to define,” “must be 100% non-topical,” “framers intent,” “reverse voting issue,”)

c. 1AR

i. Narrow down argument selection to the most offensive arguments

ii. Assess the size of the threat (does it look like the neg is going for t? have they tipped their hand? Is it there only viable strategy? How sketchy is your aff and do you need to deter them for going for t?)
iii. Give the 2ar leeway to expand upon what you say and have extended. You must keep your counterinterpretation alive your will likely lose.

d. 2ar

i. Its all about reasonability and predictability; balancing aff and neg ground

ii. Spin and strong definitional arguments, dispelling negative myths and fallacies

iii. Pay close attention to detail (i.e. small line by line arguments matter most hear because the judge will have the best flow of the 2nr and 2ar, not so much on earlier speeches. 

IV. Topic specific questions (questions and discussion) 
a. Key violations on the topic

i. “increase” – make eligible is not an increase
ii. “social service”

iii. “persons living in poverty” 
iv. “in the United States” – perhaps for military or immigration affs.

b. Less persuasive violations but still need answers to anyway
i. “federal government” / United States means any confederation (Brazil?)

ii. All versions of “substantially,” though tend to be difficult to win (remember counterdefine the adverb “substantially” and not the adjective “substantial”)
