Resolution Analysis

Rationalism vs. Empiricism
By Steven Vaughan

Resolved: Rationalism should be valued above empiricism

     As I have endeavored to establish how I will coach my LD students on this year’s NCFCA resolution, I have not only been recalling my days as a Philosophy student at FHSU in Hays, KS, (yes, I have a BA in Philosophy, as well as a BS in Nursing), but I have also been discussing the topic with others whom I truly respect. While it is the case every year that the approach to the resolution is very important, this year the analysis of the wording will play a huge role in how the debate will be argued over the course of the season. Consequently, I do believe there will be some sizable shifts in strategy between now and Nationals. Hence, this will be the main thrust of this article/commentary.
Theoretical vs. Practical
     Theory or practice, I believe, will be the first discussion as to what this resolution is asking us to debate. If you read the “White Papers” published in the NCFCA, which you should, you will find that they do not land hard on either side of this dilemma, or difficulty.
     Some of the people I have talked to believe strongly that the resolution is asking us to only discuss the philosophical theory of epistemology, or the basis and foundation of knowledge, or more specifically in gaining knowledge of the external world. Do we have inherent intuition, innate knowledge, or innate concepts, etc. that are merely “awakened” by sensory experience, or are we more of a blank slate where everything we learn is sourced by our experiences? The White Papers suggested reading includes a chapter in the Stanford Philosophical Encyclopedia which will go deeply into the arguments for Rationalism and Empiricism. They do a great job. It can be fairly heady at times (even I had to take a little break to let some of the concepts sink in) but it is all well laid out in a logical manner, which you would expect since it deals with logical arguments. 
     With this approach to the topic, each side would need to argue, or present the differing philosophical approaches to persuade the judge, whether you are on AFF or NEG, that we either have some form of innate knowledge/concepts or we don’t. Now, I know this is very much on the simplistic side, but please bear with me. As I read the Stanford chapter, questions kept arising in my mind. Questions like, “But how can we know if we have innate knowledge or not? You can’t get into anyone’s head and determine this. Is there some sort of test to prove one way or another?” And, “Once one side wins this debate, what do we do with what we’ve learned?” In other words, what is the practical application of the debate? Will this help me when I’m deciding who I will marry, what career path I should follow, whether to try the sushi made with raw eel or stick with the much safer California roll?
     Sure, it is fun for many to ponder such things over a cup of coffee, and some good donuts (not raw sushi), but what about those debating this topic, let alone those judging, round after round for an entire season? These were but some of the questions I asked my respected friend this past July. He had some similar concerns, esp. of how this topic will be kept fresh for the season. He, being a true philosopher, did not see any way around this problem. Personally, I think he may have something innate in his psyche, as true philosophers often do, at least the rationalists, that led to his skepticism. The conclusion of the true philosopher, “The resolution is a debate about the philosophical theories of rationalism and empiricism.” A debate of this nature is certainly well within the realm of the resolution. And it could be made into a stimulating conversation as evidenced by the experience I had with my philosopher friend. I learned a lot through this experience by the way, empiricist as I am. But I digress.
     
     When I do a resolution analysis, I like to look at both what it says, and what it doesn’t say. I also look at grammar, syntax, spelling, capitalization, etc., as it can all come into play. And it is, as they say, all debatable. And while my philosophy friend may take issue with my perspective, I do want to present another view, or, run it up the proverbial flagpole and see who salutes it. This is by no means meant to deny those who want to debate the philosophical theories, but to give another option. So, without further ado, let’s examine the resolution with different eyes. 

     The resolution, as stated is,

Resolved: Rationalism should be valued above empiricism

Okay, pretty straight forward…maybe. There are a few things to note. First, look at what this resolution does NOT say. It does NOT say, 

Resolved: The philosophical theory of Rationalism should be valued above the philosophical theory of Empiricism.

This is quite important as I believe this definitely leaves the resolution open for some interpretation. Had the writers wanted the debate to be just about the philosophical theories of epistemology, they could have stated it this way. But they didn’t. Not only that, there was another thing that I spotted that could lend itself to an alternate view. Look again… Closely.

Resolved: Rationalism should be valued above empiricism

Did you see it? Notice, empiricism is not capitalized. Now that may not mean much to non-homeschool moms, but this can indicate that it is something other than the theory of empiricism. Had it been capitalized; I would more readily believe that this was to be a philosophical debate of theories of epistemology. But, how can we give credence to this alternative claim? By asking, are there any reasonable definitions for rationalism and empiricism other than ones that come from philosophical sources? I think there are. 
Definitions
     If we are going to look at this resolution from a different angle, there needs to be a viable way. Part of any resolution analysis needs to look at a variety of definitions. You should do this for any resolution anyway, but let’s look at a few definitions that support both above approaches. While this is not exhaustive, which would have been exhausting, this will give you a sample of what I found with a simple internet search for definitions of both terms.

I will start with Rationalism.

Oxford Languages
a belief or theory that opinions and actions should be based on reason and knowledge rather than on religious belief or emotional response. "scientific rationalism"
Philosophy
the theory that reason rather than experience is the foundation of certainty in knowledge.

Collins Dictionary
the principle or practice of accepting reason as the only authority in determining one's opinions or course of action
Philosophy
the doctrine that knowledge comes from the intellect in itself without aid from the senses; intellectualism
Dictionary.com
the principle or habit of accepting reason as the supreme authority in matters of opinion, belief, or conduct.
Philosophy.
the doctrine that reason alone is a source of knowledge and is independent of experience.
(in the philosophies of Descartes, Spinoza, etc.) the doctrine that all knowledge is expressible in self-evident propositions or their consequences.

On to Empiricism

Merriam-Webster
the practice of relying on observation and experiment especially in the natural sciences; a tenet arrived at empirically
Philosophy
a theory that all knowledge originates in experience
Collins
experimental method; search for knowledge by observation and experiment
Philosophy
the theory that sense experience is the only source of knowledge
Webster’s New World
Experimental method; search for knowledge by observation and experiment.
Philosophy
The theory that sense experience is the only source of knowledge.
What this tells me, hopefully expresses to you, is that there are options. While you may take issue with the dictionaries I used, I have seen these same sources used in all previous years. And they all support BOTH options for the debate, theoretical and practical.

Conclusion
There are arguments for both approaches to this debate, and I think that both options will show up in the rounds. My plan is to have cases written that will reflect both the theoretical and practical options. 

I believe there will be challenges for both. However, I would venture to guess that the biggest challenge will come when you have one side arguing theory, and the other practical. I am still working this out in my head, but as I said before, it is all debatable. And I am certain there will be a viable way to approach even this type of round.

No matter the various approaches to this year’s resolution, it will be an interesting season for NCFCA LD debaters. One that will be remembered, and I surmise, will be ultimately to the benefit of all who participate, whether students or judges.
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