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Coping with Information Overload:
Generic Argument as the Least Gommon Denominator
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observed that tha sum total of knowledge has doubled every five years

‘stnce l"'60‘1 This exponential increase in the amount of information (which I
)

prefer t\lthe term "knowledge") characterizes both the general availability of -

iﬁformatio_ in sozjety as wel as within dcademic debate. B ﬁ' el
- o
Vailable amount of information incr'ééés—‘it-creatés a growing

nressure upon ts userse to deal with' it meaningfully. When, the amount of

7 available information eXCeeds the ability of the user to process it, a con- y

[N

dition generally referred as. "tnformation overload"zis created While there -

‘aré several possible responses to ‘dealing with information overload, most of

these responses result in varying forms of dysfunction..
Thé expansion in the amount of information has brought the phenomenon of
overload to the arena of academic;dehate;, Information has increased in both

the considérétion of the substantiﬁe issues 5566& which wé débate, as well as

.thYOUSh the PrOIiferation of theoretical issues about the.process of-debater—————

H

In one sense, debate 1s a reflection of the larger social world in which we
live, It should not be. surprising, then, to discover alterations--adaptations,
1f you please~-in the' pfactice of academic'debate. As Freeley noted:

. + . the accelerated rat of change has had a marked impact on the_

field of argunentation and debate. The simple fact is that in many o
‘important ways we no longer analyze arguments; build cases5 or ~ con~ )

duct debates in the way we did ten or even five years. ago.

It shall be my contention in this p'ap'er that the déiéiopment and use of
What:EEQ been labelled the '"generic argumentﬁlis one such adaptive behavior in -
‘the i:’i‘léétiéé of contemporary débate resulting from the increased avaiiaisiiity '
of information. In déveloping this position I will briefly elaborate on the

.S
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of information

:Zre of overload, explain 1ts consequences to the processing

meaning, define what I understand as;generic argument, and offer ‘a rationale

f 'Pr generic argument within the framework of information overload. Finallyil;

-~

:f;ﬁill,offer some . ﬂmplications of the use of generic argument.

.

The Nature of Overload
: ¥

While the éaﬁééﬁé of information overload may be viewed as a self-defining

term, there is some utility in tracing the development of the concept. Prior'to ?
A

the popularization of the term communication overload " sociologiéts had postu—

lated the concept of "culturai laé’" Writing in 1923, William Ogburn explained

cultural lag in his book Social Gh ange:

The thesis is that the various parts of modern culture are not

- changing at the same rape; some parts are changing more rapidly than '

H - _ =
.

‘others; and that since there is a correlation and interdependence of

parts, a rapid change in one part of culture requires adjustments,

through other changes in the' various corretlated parts of culture.

could persist for a considerable number of years, a condition. he 1abe1ed 4as a

period of "maladjustment."s ‘o o ‘

The caude of maladjustment was most frequently to be found in the different-

14l rates;of development between scientific knowledge and social knowledge; It

-
-

was usually the case that scientific and technological advancemernts outpaced the
ability of soctal imstitutionS to make adjustments. As Klapp explained Ogburn's

4 . ol o S - R - . S
principksg it was most often found ""that material cu1tuté, such' as technology,

changes faster than nonmateriai culture, such as beliefs and habits, resulting

- -

in maladjustment becanse old haﬂits and ideas cannot keep up with new realities."é

-

While cultural lag-d d mot apecifically indicate that too much information

. was the reason for the mal justments between material and non—material culture,
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;As one adage puts it‘ "What science proposes; social science disposes. vThel

. theory of cu1tural_lag providéd an early explanation of whf'scientific information
often éxcéédéd the capability of other Social institutions to adapt to ‘it.

| ‘The more contemporarytreatment of information overload probably dates to

Georg Simmel who observed that people often adopted an "attitude of reserve"
to prevent the "1ndiscrimiuate suggestability" of others from ddminating thém.7

. Aﬁother sdciologist; Karl ﬁeutsch;‘labelledgcommunication overload as "the dis-
ease of:citiész" Individuals seeking ‘the greater range of choice afforded by
the éié§ may be overwhelmed by their own freedom to make choices: ﬁeutsch sug-

- gested that the potential for the individual to confront overload was a function
of the choices made possible by the metropolis. He notes:

the even functioning of the metropolis. Thé§ are, on the contrary,

.Recurrent overloads are,thus not an alien disturbance intruding into

an ever possible reSult of the essentiai nature of the metropolis as

L -

In the sense in which Simmel and Beutsch treat overload it is understood

that as the number of choices available to the individua:l increase, there is

-

a threshold beyond which additionai information fails to factlitate the,abil—

‘ity to make cholces. Overload represents the point where the individual is no

i Individuals are limited in receiving information through their processing capa-

cities. Klapp describes this as Channel capacity.
s

‘

- -

U .beyond a point one cannot take more within a given period of time
because of 1limits on the pathway - through which_ informatioh flows. All
living systems have-—indeed are--channels. All units through which in- °

formation flows, whether 1living thidgs or machines; aredgEgarded as
u

channels: . . .Overload 1s pften defined in terms of medsurable relagm
tionships between input and output of la system. The 1limit of a syst
beyogd which failure of communication from overload occurs; 1is usuaily

> i

N ~called its channel capacity.9 .
Q - i '5
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In addition t’o’—"ithe channel capacity limitations experienced by the individ-
ual, it 1is possible to characterize the capacity of groups and 1arger soeial
institutions as being similarly affected by overload In fact, Miller reports

that the channel capacities per channel decrease as the size of the system in-

d

- . 1

. -

, .10
~ creases.

i )
ceeds their capacity to use_it. Raymond reports that the typical executive can

receive and absord "only 1/108 to 171000 of the available information that is
- ( - - . - N o 7
relevant to his decisions."!! Even the enhanced retrieval of information through

computer. systems does not alleviate overioad. Lancaster notes that the computer .

has accelerated the problem faced by professionals in sorting through the inform—

-

ation. "They do not want more information from more>sources because they sre |

unable to -cope with what they now receive."

12 ‘ . : . }"
. . ¥ : . -
Related to the problem of éﬁé'aiaﬁﬁi of iﬁfafiéfioﬁ being geﬁéiéié& is the

problem of how ta interpret it. Iafafaatiai is meaningful only within an.inter-

pretive framework. But information—-phenomena, facts, data——does not suggest its

* l

own interpretivé framework. As Eblanyi has observed knowledge of .the principles

t Qn of the principles and properties which exist at a superordinate levelpof

- - 1 9 ( \
organization.13 Reynolds notes that the use of of a ' Baconian strategy" (essen-
3 - ,

- mena) -usually requires two conditior{s- The ~n§mber of vériablés t'o’b'e measired

must be small and that there are only a, few patterns which occur within the data.
i

.

" He suggebts that within the social sclences the likelihood of fulfilling thes

14 ¢
conditions is remote. . o ’

Within the perspective of - information overload Klapp proposes that separ-

‘

ate from the processing of the amoqpt of information we are confronted with the
subjective meaning .we use. to interpret informatiOn. He states we suffer lag .

\. _ : .,-‘ . " 6
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between different sorts of information: on thedxne hand,<mere inform- N
ation conceived as a reduction of uncertainty in any binary (yes-or-
. no) choice, commonly measured in bits, and on the other hand ; meaning ,
as information about thé relation of something to a pattern or scheme

of which one is part--an awareness that is necessarily subjective.

Mere information that is additive, digital, analytical accumulates
easily by being counted or categorized; whé;eas meaning; being sub-
jective, and referring to synthetic or hqjistic propertiés that can-
not be reduced to the sum of parts, might be called higher inform

tion that does not come easily, let alone inevitably, from a growing

heap* of mere informatipn. !

9 . . N

The distinction which Klapp makes between "mere information andihmformation_
as meaning; is ’an important one .and points to two separate elements in the
nature of overlq@d. First, 'mere information" reflects the quantity of inform-

ation gener ated within a system and impacts most.girectiy upon our physical

channéi canacity. When used in this sense, information overload suggests

that the amount of infbrmationdelivered(input) is greater than the amount of

information processed (output). ‘In essence, we get more data than we can pro—‘
cess. ) ' ) .

meaning," there is a qualitative inability to interpret the data. We may con-

. ceivabiifhave sufficient data, but we are incapable of inmerpreting it through
" a suitabl® frame of reference. The data is, in this sense;, meaningless of

~

course, the circumstance wefe we have all the data—-mere information——i&-urlikely.

Klapp postulates that the increase inmereinformation is rapid, even exponential
while meantng formation is relatively constant. Hence meaning decreases pro—.,

portionately to the acquisition of new information. He explain) that;

e .
\

The reason for the steady curve of meaning formation is that society

is already using most of its channel capacity for’ coding and decoding

symbols and for synthestztng new meaning, and has invented no fiew ways

to do so: Megnwhile; raw informatton pours in faster than ever, from

sources ‘sugh as scﬁence* technologtoal invention, modernization," and

changing fashion:._ .So the paradox is possible' the more knowledge,

the less meaning
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The final point to be made here is hat Riéﬁﬁ_pf&#i&éa‘éﬁ'éiﬁiéﬁ&éioﬁ for .

‘

G
the existencq of Cultural lag. The reason that one part of a culture may "ini-
tiate changés that areé not readily adopted by'other institutions is that the "N
information créﬁted may* not be meaningful to the. cglture as a whole. So it would

.:l

appear that in the sixty—odd years(between the presentation of culturai 1ag as

position that either the quantity of information or the qualitative use of in-=

formation may 'constitute overload.

Consequences of Overload " /

The manner in which ovefload affects both the individual as Véll ag social

17 and is still in use.’® The - -

V' behavier had been categorized by Miller in 1960

effects froh‘overioad may inciude: (1) umission——temporary nonprocessing of in-

Fl

formation- (2) processing error——processing incorrect information; (3) queuing--
delaying soméIfésponses during high input periods in the hope it may be possible
to catqh up’auring a lull; (4) fiitering——selecting some kinds of information

while ignoring others; (5) cutting cafegories of discrimination—-responding in

'a more general way to informartion inpufs, but with 1ess précision than would
occur at lower rates of information; 66) using muyltiple channeis—-spreading in-
formation throigh two or more channels relieves che'féié of flow in 55§ one
tychannel; and (7) escaping from the tasl'c.'; | | ' v
= Each of these réspons‘és to overload a_uée an attempt to reduce the processing

.
-

loaﬂ; Assuming they are éfféctivé, either. singularly or in varying combinations

+

with each other, there is a cost in dé‘creased efﬁcﬁ*ﬂcy in information trans—
mission. =While not all systems may employ all of these mechanisms, generally,

the larger the system (to be read as social institution), the more likely that

'most of these mechanisms will be available 19
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As efficiency in the transmission of information occurs, the primary ques-

tdon which arises fs what information gets eliminated. While individuals or

social institutions may have strategies for selecting which information may SN

be passed through the strategy itself may obscure the information user to the

consequences of the information that is ignored. Already cited 1is the conclu-
sion by Raymond that 1]100 to 1/1000 of pertinent information is utifized by

decision makers. The implication that ninety-nine percent of the relevent in-

formation to a task may be excluded as a matter of course is staggering.
Of course, thejeffect of information elimination 1s not just at any single

lével of decision-making. Within a pluralistic system; one in which decisions
. . - ; 4 o ) N
made at one level do not imply - agreement at anothér; décision-makers may make

< . ...""f

.choices and inberpret meaning in ignorance or without understanding of the
Y

choices made by other actgrs in the system. An example with which many debaters

may be fami;ia;/is citqd by Klapp in i11ustration of the roblsn this may cause:

\,
hd \\\ . - PN
. N

b
e world energy crisis of 1974, compounded by t;e\Arab 0il boy-
7  cott, pointed up theg: failure of information to solve p toglems” ‘It
hggfbeenfforeseen for . at least a decade by scientist lng full
warning that the supply of fossil fuels was running :pt. our years
- seariter’ a book ‘had been published with the title IherEnerggyCrisis,
by Lawrence Rocks and Richard Rupyan. 20 \

A . |
. i :

Information both in terms of data as well as tnterpretation '

14

1 be?n avail-

precipi-

able to goéernment decision makers tong in adwante of tHe events whilch

'tated a.crisis disruption in fue1 supplies: But the very abundance o fnforma-

4 k!
T

tion becqnés part of the probisn.  Govermment décision makers ; who by the ﬁay do

"formation.( This, pf course, '‘assumes they receive it in thenfirst

- for other in
. R a8
place-—whi:f may not always be the case. ‘ . - L )

i

At lesst three separate levels of agents operate within the public policy

décision m _ing spectrum. Science and academic scholarship may fail to keep up
\i; - ’ - - . * . .

o gt
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with developing adequate theory, and awash in a flood of data which is not uni— o

"i’i

fied by theory,; may propose competing interpretations ‘of information. This fn—
SO

from numerous constituencies, each championing its own agenda fdx political

I* actiom. Compounding the information processing task may be structural rigidities

of decision msking process as well as competing political goals. Finally,-the=

-~

‘ standing of the.rationale for decisions made government ‘and scienqe) may mob1l-

2z ‘ Coy e

ize the political pressure to veto group ‘ction.

With increasing sources generaging both data as Well as i?terpretations of

'

[

'information, the decision—making agents operating -at various levels within the,

J

seIected by other agents. ABS with the example on energy policy, poIicy dysfunc- '

tion'may occur because too mucﬁ~info?ﬁatioa may stand in the way of acheiving

potitical consensus.22 Authoritative soutces (opinion ieaders, experts, ‘ete: )

to whom many turn for interpretatioﬁ, fail to provide an answer as they contri- .
bute to the welter of opinions: * | -
- :

-7 . &+ . with 1ittle consensus and -less trust, that seldqm speaks for

’ more than a minority--the very multiplication of authoritative claims
adding ironically to the bulk of informationuneeding interpretatidn
So--even he1ped by interpretations of opinion leaders and the enor- )

e

a growing mountain of information’about which people do ‘not know yhat
‘to think. 23 . _

- ‘ <‘ ',: N . N : . _
_ oA 1 4 H . - E

So 1ike the saying, 'Water water’ everywhere but not a drop to drink "

g v

< -
information overloaﬂ may place us in the situation where we have plenty of in=

.,.

formation available to the consideration of public policy concerns,; but without
a useful means of securing it. Overload both in the quantitative amount of

data, as well”as in competing interpretations of its méaning, contribite to
' R T

Y o . .1(} o -’;'..v | :

the inab'il\ty of 'dec_‘ision-makers—-ranging _from the individual to ‘various so‘.ciél
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_and public institutions--to ‘make appropriate choi®s. The contemporary debatef
. * .
is confronted by this sea of information. It .should not be unexpected that the

-"difficultiea of making appropriate choices should be any different within debate

“than within the general social-milieu.
SV

'1ieved all along that "any means "all"). The introduction of "generic argu-
k]

ments" within the debate iexico’n' is a 're'cerit event: Recent debate texts do not

.provide much gutdance as only Patterson and Zarefsky make reference to forms of

generic arguments, and they do not provide any expiictt definition except as the
reader might derive frcm thi conteit in which it is used;24

" Nevertheless; I shall hazard to offer a definitlon derived, in part; from
E aiéiiéaaiy HEfinition; and iﬁipait from the context imuwhich the arguments
used in debate ‘might serve to operationaiize the ter®.’ - I should note the dis-

claimer that this definition is necessarily subjective and; to the extent that
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ﬁgéneric as relating t)/;r characteristic of a whole group or class: Gen—

s

eral."?’ The qaéstiaﬁ here 18 to what group or class does the characteristic

relate? iattérsaﬁ éﬁaliaréfsky pravidé a parciai aﬁswét ﬁhen tﬁéy state that

tt

-

that‘ the affirmative may devise for setting up its program. "26 Héncé; the

class to which general arguments about thé plén bélong may be called ;igénéric

disadvantages Biit what about other types of arguments (other than disadvan~

) ' ~—2

tages)?_ May they properly be defined as generic?

* - My gbservation of mrguments occurring in debate rounds suggests there

_are other types of arguments, which by their frequency of content or form,

«_
- ) .’ . . . r . :




~ function of the argument): | - o

e B . ~ s
have taken the "?nﬁck'issues" as guidelines.for debaters to use £or the dis-

SR | : Coping with Information Overload, 10,
- "! ) . -
that may be properly lab%lled as "generic.  The "class" ér "group to ﬁhiéh

characteristics of these arguments relate is to be found "in the very content

of the;argument (suggested by the resolution) or in its form (sugges;ed b’y the'_
The position I am taking here is that arguments are ' generit" to the .
extent that there are récufriné issues of content or function whichxthey,ful:'

‘

_£f111. Commonly,; this posttton is known as "stock issues." Nadeau defines a

"stock issue" as "a éosstble,tssuef general in its\phrasing; which ney or may

L

not ‘become an actual.and spectftc matn or secondary issue in the discussion

] -

on a definite proposal. ”27 !
Because the particular contént of a given proposition ﬁa§’6a£§'ffam other

. propositions; the function of an éfguﬁént type may recur eveﬂ'when the parti— i

. cilars of the argﬁnant,&iffer. ﬁultzen described four frames of issues which

L)

inheré in deiiberative aﬁaiysis. Tﬁese issues; often idenr d as ill blane,_ )

' ; o . N T SO

cure, and cost, définé the locétions/ﬁhere arguments may be discovered'zs’ Be-
‘\.n . B

counter-assertion. The possibility of - discovering three types of status—-

» o

conjectural definitive, and evaluative-—elaborates the generic locations of

..

types of arguments to’be discovered.z-9 Contempo:ary authors of debate texts'

P

_ 5
covery of the actual issues of the debate. Since the function of argument within;

a deliberative franeworktrsnains constsnt; we should expect that-debaters will

continue to offer arguments that are analytically similar, even when the specifici'

. proposition under consfgeration changes: b . L ~ L

¥ ,‘_{' o P ,,'°‘ . I
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o

i Zarefsky Bave already noted there may be restrictions to the action of

,. the planw foa;pering generic disadvantages to the types ©of action the affirma—

tive may take. Further, the wording of the resolution may be‘such as to imply

' the problan a.r‘ea of the topic. The 1971-72 topic, 'Resolved That greater con-
‘trdi.s should be imposed on the gathering aﬁd utilization of information about

S United States citizens ' directs thée consideration of debaters on thée problein
P ’
e o s N o = — -

"ar”ea iiibré §6 th’aﬁ 6ii thé nature" 6f thé éolﬁtibﬁ;se., "

. In addition to the limitations provided through the resolution, there is

.

;lISually a fair anount of overlap in the case construction used by teams. If

partiwlar case area becomes popular such as El Salvador or-Nicaragua have
under ﬂw Current ‘topic, then it would be expected that recurring issues of

ey

. cont_e;nt wouid find their way into most debates; '
- Finally, the introduction of systems ana:]: sis to academic debate has sug-
: n-,;-.ié;téﬁ_ ﬁdEr vistas for ‘the debater to search for policy inter-relationships.

T Since poiicy effects are interconnected and controlled; even remote effects may

be ];inked to a seaningly innocuousaposai.? Generic claims for ca?xcer; in-
f]:ation . and nuclear war may be possibie because of the effects generated from

"~ a proposal. . ;7‘
Sb’- taking the definition I iiaa stated fraﬁ wesstér"s;::réiatiﬁg to or chat-

1

or form of argument defines the group or class, I propose that generic argument

/’, * - — - — - - - — =

'is any argument within a deliberative franework ‘which recurs in fulfilling the

“discovery of issues. Both the content of an argument or its analytic function

may serve: to make it generally applicable across part‘icular cases.

h

.
; .

o




some control over the myriad of information. The application

" being made;lf

¢ - . RO
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Generic Arg;,ent as a Means of Cogigg with Gverload i ' j

I have indirectly aliuded to the justification I wiit éiaﬁaiaié here: ff o

I

£ generic argu-

‘ments provides a vehicle by which the familiarity of content andior function of

an argument serves to give meaning to mere information.

-~

could call new. In the Rhetoric; Arifotle described twenty—eight lines of argu:

'mént (otherwise kaown as “topoi“ or commonplaces") as well as standard refuta—

tions of spurious enthymemes" Ifallacies of argument) 32 The thought patterns

of thésé arguménts assumes regularity of function, so that even 1f the partici-

Vlar issue at hand is’ new, the form of the standard 1ine of argument is familiar

] %
X : , .

It is an extension of this rationale whijh underlies the generic argument.
In a-dEEate invoiving any topic (used in this sense to mean "all" topics), the

line of éEgaﬁéﬁE directed against defiqition is aiways possible33 The debater

who develops standard forms of "Standards of topicality*" engages # commonplace
which is meaningful in a.generic sense (appropriate to all topics); even though
the particulars of its application will be modified by the specific case and
Yopic under consideration. -
Fﬁmiliﬁiit? breeds at léééfhéne fﬁfﬁ-ﬁf ﬁnaerstéﬁaing::éﬁ ﬁﬁ&éfétéﬁdiﬁg of
cation of the argument. To argue standards of topicality across topics allows

the audience (in this case the debate 3udge) an understanding of the claas of

Erguments called topicality. Without it béing said in the debate, ‘the 3udge also

14 °
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understands the implication that winning the standards issue(s) serves as a deci-
sion criteria for resolving the particulars of the topicality argumeit. Similar
applications can be made for.other types of generic arguments, -asith fettefsbn
and Zarefsky's claim on generic disadvantages=—the ¢oﬁseqﬁenéés of the a;gumeﬁt
appiy to the class of»pians géﬁératééfby thé-ﬁérticuiér resolution: o

; -

attention to the application of the specific generic argument to the case at

hand . In other words, generic argiuments themself are known becausé of their
famiiiarity of content and/or function, and the ptésﬁméd knoﬁiédgé that the judge '

making the argument relevant through claims directed to the 1inks tying the
claim to the pgrticuiars of the other team's case.

Generic arguments; which become contemporary forms of the cammonpiace;
address the dual issues generated by the overload of mere information. and mean-

(r

ing of information. In the case where an affirmative fosters new information
which is unknown to thé»negative; the use of generic chaiienges to the function

of affirmative case analysis serves to illustrate the point: Several years ago; i
under the consimer prodict safety topic, a few affirmative teams ran a case on
"eyber 1ights." The thesis of the case was that cyber lights--brake lights
which flashed at an accéleérating rate as the rate of deceleration increased—-
woiild decrease thé‘tété of rear-end collisions. It happened that cne team rﬁ"-»
hiﬁg this case substitited an 8 cycié Fer second rate of flashing for the ac{Zl- ,
srating liéht which had been pilot-tested in San Francisco (in an attempt to

spike out a disadvantage that variable fiaﬁhing.;atés'woﬁidhtriggér epileptic
seizures). The plan-meet-need/solvency argiument which the négative won stated
that the affirmative could no longer claim an effect from a constant flashing

rate (since the only empirical dcmonstration of decrease in rear-end collisions
was tied to the accelerating rate of flashing). . '

1

Cﬂ\
-
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(2N

\
s

Some readecs may object to the pfeceding exampiefés'an‘instance of éeneric

.

;argument, or at the very least aa‘a form of generic argument which is the . cause, e

" of concern b] many teachers and practioners in forensics.v My ansver to them

'v

.a crite:ion of generic argument as content. Whether we 1¢be1 these StaSEa; com—"
monplacss; or generic afguﬁénis;liﬁé§_éﬁéfaéiefiie a class or group of afénment‘
t&ﬁééf%ﬂiéﬁ ié; have applicability ééféss;iiéiésitibnsz Their recurrence zllows
us to make meaningful intéiﬁiététiéﬁ of ﬁéééi information because regardless of
“content; they need to fulfill standard aaa&ye&é'faﬁaéiaag of EGuments —

ich may Justify the gemeric argwment is the ' °.

n Eaaitioﬁai consideration wh

nature of the analytic assumptions the affirmative ’or in the case of a counter- L

ﬁlén; the negétive§ brings to the deEéte. As Brock et al observed, e is much :‘3

Y
when the boundaries of the system are quite narrow.’ w34 As a gﬁtter of strategy,
the affirmativ either igﬁbnés ot digcards effécts which would be weighted nega—j'
tively. against the consideration of a policy. ﬁoﬁéver; the secondary or tertiary

effects of a policy, becauae of their magn iitide, may o}tweigh the justification
w

of a proposal The fact that the effects are remote (in terms of either the num- P

ber of 1inks necessary to create the effect or the probability of the effect) is"~»

not a reason to say it is inapp](icable.35 ' ,

by ' equifinality"——an assumption that "a final state may be reached from differ-

"36 This translates to saying that

1y

ent initial conditions and‘in different ways.
a Vafietj of causes or circumstanceé may each independently result in a similar
effect. To presume that a generic claim is inapplicabie because it 1s mot intu--
itively apparent is to remove the aehéte‘é?ocesﬁ ffoﬁ‘thé consideration of reasons
and justifications provided within a round éo‘éﬁ a bfiofi set of allowable‘issues.

i

16
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The familiarity with the claﬂm of certain remote effects——nucléar war, can-

—— e S i e et ————————

e e o b et e e e et st

cér,mMalthus, etc.——also meets the claim that generic arguments (nere focuaing

. , e

on the content of the claim) helpS'to provide some ‘control over the amount of . -
0,. o . ] \

informati%n available on a particular issue. ‘Generic claims of nuclear holo-

10'

<

. ‘caust resulting from a range of policy decisions delimits the issues un&er con-
sideration tc ones with which the judge 1is probably familiar. This is not to
: say that oﬂwr claimg could no’t (be constructéq, but the Very fanii:iaritf- with
the scenario makes it easief for the judge to comprehend.

In the sense that generic arguments give the audience comprehensible posi—
tions with which they are faniliar it allows them to render decisions intelli—
gentlv. Admittedly, generic arguments may begin with the preconception of ef=
fect before the argunent to which iq is directed is ever heard. Bi.it to thé

¢ eitent that it can be justified in its application to the particulars of a given

caae, this reasoning backwards provides a means of controlling issues, and other— ‘
r

consideration of a proposai;.

Implications of Generic Argument

There are several implications to the use of generic arguments as I have
conceived the term. Let me anticipate a few of these implications and address
them before closing:

1. All issues/arguments may be generic. Since I defined generic argument

as including recurring content or form, it should seem apparent that any argument,
through repitition of use, , may be or become généric. I think this 1s true. The ‘
nature of debate is such that nothing s8cceeds like success, and the initiation

of any &guméﬁiative atrategy; if successful, is likely to be repeated. As Hagood

noted in Forensics a8 Communication, "as knowledge that the theoretical departure

has been rewarded spreads, the departure gradually is adopted by other teams and

17
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"3?> ﬁhileuherﬂerample referred to the expansion o

) is applicable

to all 3rguments; One team's innovation may become tomorrow '8 generic argument.

2. Generic A gumentsfde—net 1imit innovation and creativity. While this*

may seem anti-thetical to the claim I have made that familiarity of content and

form justtftes genericpargumentation, it ‘does not;stand as an impediment to the

.generation of new arguments;, e

First, consistent wtth he notion of stasesxand commonplaces, the applica—
/ .
tion’of recurring fOrms/functtons of arguments méans that new application of the -

P
general principles will have to\be made to new instances. The fact that nuclear

war contains a known body of infc atton pertaining mostly to the consequénces

of such an event; it still needs to be apg i&d to the particulars of a given
\'!

;causai'séquéﬁcé of events. A disadvantage mitigates the claims of a policy only

when the probability,of the claimed effects' are dqnonstrated to be greater than

- the probability of advantages. The function of theifrgument remains constant,

A . _

but the discovery of the links ‘remains. ~ Ty .

Second, the claims aboiit creativity and spontaneity being inhibiting to the

_critical functions of debate are probably as old as the activity. The arguments .

here parallel the considerable dispute ‘about briefing in debate. As long as
; seventy—five years ago.The Speaker eaaméncéd’thac debaters make'“figia speech-
N .
es, dtscussing absurdly large questions in an absurdly short time."38' Nichols.
and. Baccus argued that "extepore debating consigned the brief to oblivion. . . .
The brief has remained in debate_--p'arl’ance because no one, so far, has had the
courage tc show it the docr."39 ‘a;sgrave charged that the brééf was unsuccess-
ful because it ' 'confi ne; the debater to a set of arguments that may be irrelévant

from the start and that are almost always irrelevant when the opposition 8 case

is presented: w40 .
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":*on thread thiough these(arguments against briefing (and which impli‘

\

1

'the debate may obscure the debater to the actual issues in the'debate; While it

is probably true that debaters may ignore arguments appropriate to the debate,
it is not a function of a prepared consideration. Analysis 'condi.ictéd outside of

the debate about the likely content of issues to.occur in the debaté increases

+ the level of argument. Poor strategic choicés may occur in épontaneoﬁs\response

as readily as with a“ﬁréﬁared argument; In responding to early cbaiiénges to
f

logical sequence and definitiveness of ststsnent; and other rhetorical results
that are no mean elements in effective speech: . . . The mature student of brief=

1ng ﬁéeas}nét,Bé a slave to his rigid document. lts construction has sharpened

‘the mental nrocesses, given facts, and created a mental alertness which means a

continuat%y& of creative thinking."a1

So as with the brief; the choice of the use of a "generic argument’ involves

. . Y o
a complex of strategic choices. Bad choices are always possible, but the elabora-

tion of thought in‘a3vanée of the event is 1ikely to aid in the discovery of po-
' . | ,

3; Other—agp%eaches to cgging with vverload may be forestalled I began
with a general premise that ovérlbéd,théréctérizes the enfire socisi milieu; of
which debate 1s only one part. Thé présence of generic forms of argumentation'
in debabe may also point to the reverse applicability in other social institu-
tions: The adaptive consequences of overload which ﬁiller outlined all suggest
a séiéa£161£§'af information; short of abandoning the task 1tself. While other
resﬁonses to overload may be required, the institutional difficulty of coping
with its presence should not be borne entirely by the debate community.

A8 a discipline; éeneraily in communication, more specifically within argu=

mentation we are faced with the task of developing strategies to cope with over=

15 N »
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toad: This charge will not Iikely diminish in the foreseeable future as pre-

dictions of increased load are-expected. Other responses may be required. But

'as the &é@éi&ﬁﬁéﬁE of commonplaces by Aristotle sought to engage the participa-
“~¢fon of the .common Eérééh in the function of grgument; so also may generic forms
of argument enable continued citizen aiéiaﬁaﬁoﬁ in the consideration of piib~

lic issues. Deferral of these choices to ﬂecision makers outside of the debate—-

whether in the public sector or within the academic activity-—would signal the

[
diminuation of the participatory democracy we claim.
\ .
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