HOW TO (STILL) MAKE OUR IDEASCLEAR

Our recent bout in LD with thenoto-
riously vague liberty/equdity topic pro-
vides a prime opportunity to reflect upon
thenatureof dear thinking. Indeed, asl lis-
tened to debater after debater credulously
invoketheold LD mantras about the social
contract, naturd rights and the marketpl ace
of ideas, | wasforced back to thewords of
thefather of philosophicd pragmatism, C.S
Peirce

Itisterribleto seehowa
single undear idea, a single
formula without meaning,
lurkingin ayoung man'shead,

will sometimes act likean ob-

struction of inert matter in an

artery, hindering thenutrition

of thebrain, and condemning

itsvictim to pine away in the

fullness of his intellectual

vigor and inthemidst of intd-

lectual plenty.

Fortunady for us, in an essay pub-
lished inthe January, 1878 issue of Popul ar
Sdence Monthly, Peirce proposed atreat-
ment for this otherwise fatd disease The
essay, "How to MakeOur Ideas Clear,” was
origindly conceived as acontribution tothe
philosophy of science, but caref ul students
of debate can al so gleen much fromit.

Oneproblem wefacein LD isthis: we
are asked to make judgments on a range of
normativequestions, which judgments are
not reducibleto aseries of sdf-interpreting
empirica doservetions. | am besicdlyresta-
ing here theold saw that 'is' does not imply
‘ought.' Atthe ssmetime, the normetivejudy-
ments we produce invariably aim to effect
or maintain some sensible state of affairs.
Tha is, we would never bother to debae
theconflicts of liberty and equdity in ajust
socid order if we did not think that there
would be some observable difference be-
tween a society where liberty was priori-
tized and onewhere equality ruled.

But many, if not most, contemporary
LD rounds are conducted from start tofin-
ish without any indication of just how the
two competing mord judgments distinguish
themsdves in practice. Instead, both sides
string together various morally-loaded
terms to characterize their positions, with-
out actudly explaning what, in practice,
thosepositions mean. Asan example, teke
this(mercifully abridged) chain of thought
from a defender of equality: an egditarian
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society is superior because it allows all
voices to be heard in the marketplace of
idess, which, in turn, promotes progress.
What could such an argument possibly
mean? It does not explain the nature of
equd ity except as being whatever promotes
the marketplace of ideas. But what is the
market place of idess? Whereisit, how does
it work, and wha do they chargefor admis-
sion? And what on earth counts as
progress? None of these notions, without
some concr ete definitions, have any bear-
ing a all onsocid life aswe experienceit.
So how can they be the basis for making
judgments about the nature of ajust socid
order ? The mindnumbing potentid of such
arguments becomes evident when the de-
fender of liberty stands up and presentsthe
identica chain of thought, substituting only
'libertarian' for'egditarian’ asthat whichpro-
motes the mythicad marketplace of idess.
How can a judge choose, or even distin-
guish, between such mushy dternatives?
Peirce believed that good thinking
about any subject begins with dear think-
ing. Her g ected theol der modd s of clarity,
whichwere themsd vesfar from clear, and
proposed an operationdi st test of meaning.
A thought or ideais meaningful only to the
extent that it describes some empirically
perceivable qudity of theworld. "Our idea
of anything," according to Peirce, "is our
ideaof its sensibleeffects.” Asan example,
Peircetakes our ideatha adiamondis hard'
to mean nothing gpart from theempiricdly
verifiabledam that ‘mothingwill scratchiit.’
Thiswouldmeen that adispute over whether
adiamond is dways hard or whether it is
soft until the moment someone tries to
scratch it isredly not ameaningful dispute
at dl, because we can mean nothing by
'hardness' other than ‘unscratchableness.’
Peirce reached this conclusion be-
cause of his theory tha "the whole func-
tion of thought isto produce habits of ac-
tion." "Thought' is that state menta activ-
ity which beginswith theirritation of some
doubt and issues forth in a settled state of
belief. Doubts arise asindecision about ac-
tion, and beief, theref ore, takes theform of
arulefor action. Wemight want to dispute
whether thispatternreally holdsfor dl in-
stances of thought, but it certainly fits the
kind of ethicd problemsdebatedinLD; we
do ponder these issues becauseweneed to
makedecisions about actions, and our con-

clusions are precisely our resol utionsto act
in one mordly significant way or another.
That meansthat normativeidesslikerights
and progress, if they are redly meaningful
concepts, ought to be identified with cer-
tain sensible conseguences.

Peirce wantsto daim that such ideas
could never be understood as anything
other than the sum of sensible conse-
guences we associate with them. And that
means to define them clearly, we need to
know just what sorts of sensible states of
affairsthey ental. That iswhat debatersfall
to darify whenthey treat liberty and equd -
ity as bothfosteringthe marketplace of (pro-
gressive) idess. To redly distinguish be-
tween concepts like liberty and equdlity,
debaters must provide some picture of how
societies shgped by the two ided's would
differ. And this appliesto many other popu-
lar LD terms as well, from the socid con-
tract to natural rights to human dignity.
Debaters have wallowed too long in the
emotiona appeal of such phrases, weaving
sophi sticated syllogisms out of them which
say nothing meaningful about themoral is-
sue they are intended to resolve. With
Perce, "wecomedown to what istangible
and practicd as the root of every real dis-
tinction of thought, no matter how subtleit
may be; and thereis no distinction of mean-
ing so fine as to consist in anything but a
possi bledifferenceof practice.”

Put into LD terms, this meansthat to
argue dearly, and therefore meaningfully,
eech debater must provide & least a few
examples of how his pogtion would make
the world observably different from the
world advocated by his opponent. Obvi-
ously, time aone predudes fully defining
the nature of alibertarian or an egditarian
society, but it should be possible to point
to omekey d fferences which will giveboth
judge and opponent a dearer idea of just
what's & stake in agiven resolution. This
doesnot require the el aborate defense of a
policy-styleplan, but it doesimply a more
empirica sensitivity than has been thenorm
for much LD in recent years. At the same
time, it requires debatersto carefully choose
only themost illuminating examples. That
would mean, a a minimum, that useful ex-
amples should highlight some difference
between concepts at issue. Therefore, to
argue that equdity is desirable because it
(Baldwin from page 26)



impliesanon-slavesociety is notredly say-
ing much of relevance to the liberty/equa -
ity debate, becauseliberty, too, would seem
to oppose the practice of slavery.

It should beevident from theforego-
ing that Peirceis not hereadvocating aruth-
less ethica pragmatism. His proposd about
how to make our idess dear is not acom-
pleteinstruction on how to make good de-
csions; rether, it amsto keep the concepts
we are deciding about dear, so that, wha-
ever procedure we use to resolve a given
issue, we finish with adear beligf. Nor is
the pragmatic method sufficient to produce
credible concepts. Debaters cannot simply,
by fiat, compile a laundry list of positive
empiricd examples and pintheir preferred
conceptud label toit; rather, students must
carefully analyzethe accepted meanings of
the terms they use to find definitions and
examplesthat areplausibleto judges. Regu-
lar gpplication of such apragmeatic standard
of d ear ness would makefor moreengaging
and believableLD rounds.

(Jason Baldwin wonthe TOC L/D)



