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Abstract


This paper will discuss the empowerment of voice in the urban debate league.  The authors contend that the persuasive potential of first person narratives must not be overlooked in today’s debate community.  Narratives offer the disenfranchised urban debater an opportunity to empathize with other oppressed minority voices around the world.  A rhetoric of possibility is created at the intersection of minority advocacy and through the unrepresented narrative of another person’s life story.  The rhetoric of possibility internalized in the narrative has the force to evince palpable change in the debate community.  A final section investigates how the narrative could be accepted and evaluated against traditional argument.  The rhetoric of the possibility plays a role in created pathos and creates identification to reality for the speakers and the judges.  

Narrative Voice and the Urban Debater: An investigation into empowerment

Thomas J. Mickey (1997) explains a very powerful example of the use of 

Narrative in contemporary society:

The events are as follows:  On October 10, 1990 Nayriah al-Sabah, a 15-

year-old Kuwaiti girl, testified before Congress about the atrocities that the Iraqis 

were committing against Kuwaiti citizens.  She specifically mentioned that Iraqis 

were taking Kuwaiti babies from incubators in area hospitals.  Soon afterwards, 

her [narrative] became the language of Washington’s call to arms.  President Bush 

mentioned what became known as the “incubator atrocities” six times in one 

month and eight times in 44 days.  In the Senate six other senators mentioned the 

incubator atrocities in the debate over whether to go to war.  The resolution 

passed by five votes (p.278).

The narrative testimony of the young Kuwaiti girl for “Citizens for Free Kuwait” was a 

strong rhetorical device, and many senators before the Gulf War were persuaded by a 

child telling a story about the senseless infanticide occurring in the invaded nation of 

Kuwait.  Mickey’s (1997) analysis continues by noting that the child was in fact the 

daughter of the Kuwaiti Ambassador to the United States, was not even in Kuwait at the 

time, and was “coached” by the pubic relations firm Hill and Knowlton (at the nice price 

of $10.5 million) on how to tell a story the right way.

Though the aforementioned scenario is a tragic example of how the narrative can be 

abused, this essay will try to shed some light on the more empowering uses of the 

narrative.  Before a senate would ever go to war, deliberations would be heard from 

traditional policy arguments: Economics issues, oil issues, political policy ramifications 

of war, and risk of human life.  The Kuwaiti girl’s narrative superceded all these items of 

deliberation and committed a country to war.  The traditional cost-benefit criterion that 

guides both contemporary governmental policy making and academic debate would not 

had the ability to commit a country to war without further discussion. Academic debate 

uses traditional policy arguments; therefore, academic debate cannot afford to deny 

access to such a powerful persuasive device.  Our implications are that academic debate 

should incorporate the narrative because it utilizes two nontraditional persuasive 

faculties: 1) pathos appeals and 2) a rhetoric of possibility that emphasizes a personal 

identification. In order to justify this claim we must look to some historical formulations 

of the narrative. From there the argument will progress as follows: 1) defining what the 

narrative is, which includes structural definitions and evaluative criteria, 2) examining 

how the narrative can liberate the person, which investigates empowerment and voice, 

and 3) implicate how pathos appeals and identifying with the possibility will better the 

debate community.

THE HISTORY OF THE NARRATIVE


The narrative as a rhetorical structure has no original archetype per se, but the 

classical rhetorician can see narrative structures in speeches as early as Gorgias’ 

“Encomium of Helen” (a justification for the love story of Helen of Troy), or in many 

Socratic dialogues.  Aristotle’s On Rhetoric mentions the narrative structure many times, 

and in some translations the inductive argument (paradigmia) is translated into “example 

narrative” (Kennedy, 1991).  The recognition of the empowering nature of narrative 

points to the discursive power of telling a good story.  The ability to use narrative 

discourse requires the use of the “five canons of rhetoric” with particular attention to the 

canon of “memory”.  This rhetorical theoretical implication affects the speaker as well as 

the audience in that to tell a good story the orator needs to remember subtle details that 

oratorical style and audience interaction demand.

Perhaps it is not to bold to suggest that memory, the lost canon of rhetoric, 

has now moved over to the status of a trait to be cultivated in audiences as well as 

speakers, if obligations are to acquire force over time (Farrell, 1985. p. 124).

Farrell contends that narrative discourse resurrects the lost canon of memory, since a 

narrative demands that the speaker and audience remember in great detail issues of 

setting, character development, and plot—for if either the audience or the speaker forgets 

such critical issues, the story is lost.

Though the narrative relies on some classical rhetorical principals, the first true 

theoretical extrapolation of the narrative doesn’t come until Roman times:

The classical rhetorical treatment of narratio received its fullest 

expression in Quintillian’s first-century discussion of the requirements of forensic 

oratory—the discourse of the law courts.  According to Institituio Oratoria, the 

forensic oration consisted of four parts: exordium, narratio, proof, and 

peroration.  The narratio played a key in such an oration, as it was designed to 

influence the judge’s interpretation and understanding of the proof of the case…. 

Quintillian’s discussion narratio was implicitly governed by a concern for the 

interaction of form and function (Lukaites & Condit, 1985, p. 94).

Quintillian is the first rhetorical theorist that delineates the first conceptual division in the 

study of narrative—he claims to study the narrative form, defining what a narrative is, 

and then also examines the function of the narrative to the individual and society.  The 

first societal implication of the narrative that Quintillian discusses is how the story was 

persuasive to the polis or the senate, in forensic rhetoric the defense could take advantage 

of the persuasive personal narrative.  Quintillian is creating the first typology, the 

narrative evaluated on its own merit, then the narrative in its relation to the audience.

DEFINING THE NARRATIVE


Since there are so many arenas and disciplines that examine the persuasive effects 

of the narrative, there are also multiple definitions of what a narrative is—each enmeshed 

with the ideological propositions of the discipline that defined it:

In more academic contexts, there has been recognition that narrative is 

central to the representation of identity, in personal memory and self-

representation or in collective identity of groups such as regions, nations, race, 

and gender.  There has been widespread interest in narrative in history, in the 

operations legal systems, in psychoanalysis, in economics, and in philosophy.  

Narrative is as inescapable as language in general, or as is cause and effect, as a 

mode of thinking and being (Currie, 1998, p. 2).

Referring back to Quintillian’s delineations, the Narratological discipline focuses on the 

form of the narrative, whereas legal theorists and communication scholars evaluate the 

narrative in the realm of its function.


The term “narrative” can be defined in many different ways.  A liberal 

interpretation could go so far as to say that all human communication is narrative, as in 

someone narrating to you.  However, for the purposes of this essay, a

 clearer definition of the narrative is offered by Polkinghorne (1988) as an 

“organizational scheme expressed in story form” (p.13).  The narrative that this essay 

assumes is the personal story of an individual or group of individuals that are involved in 

the areas discussed by the current resolution.  The ideal narrative that this essay would 

endorse for a debate round would be an oppressive tragic story, something that pains the 

heart and connects to a higher moral force for atonement.  An unprivileged voice that 

comes from such a position in life that it moves competitor and judge alike, calling for 

them to take action.  In this essay, the narrative is not a discussion about master 

“narratives” that guide all of our lives, nor does it engage the metanarrative debate 

occurring in postmodern philosophy.  Our contention is that the organization of a story 

lends persuasive and personal power, and this tool should not be shunned out of academic 

debate. 

NARRATIVE AS PERSONAL EMANCIPATION  


The narrative as a discursive act is probably one of the most “human” actions that 

a person can engage in.  Individuals organize their lives in personal stories, even to the 

extent that most theorists claim that the guiding force of personal development and 

psychological maintenance are intrapersonal self-narratives.  To examine the force of the 

narrative to the personal, one must look at the narrative in relation to identity:

Human identities are considered to be evolving constructions; they emerge 

out of continual social interactions in the course of life. Self-narratives are 

developed stories that must be told in specific historical terms, using a particular 

language, reference to a particular stock of working historical conventions and a 

particular pattern of dominant beliefs and values. The most fundamental narrative 

forms are universal, but the way these forms are styled and filled with content will 

depend upon particular historical conventions of time and place (Scheibe, 1986, p. 

131).

Personal narratives might differ, and special recurring narratives may dictate further 

action of the individual (such as in a self-fulfilling prophecy).  However, there are 

fundamental aspects of the narrative that run across all human beings, and it is in the 

ability to contrast a personal narrative with the narratives of others that creates a unity of 

the self with the other.  If a human cannot find universal aspects that run across all 

narratives (including their own), than that human feels disjointed by society: 

The self is a kind of aesthetic construct, recollected in and with the life of 

experience in narrative fashion.  One's personal story or personal identity is a 

recollected self in which the more complete the story that is formed, the more 

integrated the self will be…A self without a story contracts into the thinness of 

the personal pronoun (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 106).

To feel a loss of self through the inability to compare the private narrative with societal 

narratives is a personal travesty, but in a multicultural world where individuals come 

from such diverse and varied settings, the inability to compare the self with the other 

leaves the unique self with a desire to let his/her voice be known.  It is at this intersection 

that the narrative takes on the power to emancipate the silenced individual.


The emancipatory function of the personal narrative lays not so much in the 

individuals ability to incorporate societal narratives into his/her life, but more so in 

making their personal narrative known to the greater society.  By expressing the voice of 

the unique individual, other disjointed individuals can attempt to find similarities and 

hopefully, solidarity.  The self as constructed narrative brings with it a dynamism, a 

fluidity toward social relations:

[We] achieve our personal identities and self-concept through the use of 

the narrative configuration, and make our existence into a whole by understanding 

it as an expression of a single unfolding and developing story. We are in the 

middle of our stories and cannot be sure how they will end; we are constantly 

having to revise the plot as new events are added to our lives (Polkinghorne, 

1988, p.150).

Since personal identity is at stake in narrative dialogue, the interlocutors may choose to 

interject their unique narrative experiences—at best, a marginalized voice may gain 

discursive legitimacy, and at worst an interlocutor may be eschewed by others.  For the 

exceptionally marginalized voice, the discursive space opened by the narrative is a wise 

move.  Delgado (1992) posits that the narrative gives unique voice to the oppressed:

No matter how limited one's resources or range of options, no matter how 

unequal one's bargaining position, at least one's thoughts are free. Small wonder 

that the recent legal-storytelling movement has had such appeal to people of 

color, women, gays and lesbians.  Stories inject a new narrative into our society. 

They demand attention; if aptly told, they win acceptance or, at a minimum, 

respect. This is why women demand to tell their account of forced sex, why 

cancer victims insist that their smoking was a redressable harm despite the 

tobacco companies' pathetic warnings, and why patient advocates demand a 

fundamental restructuring of the doctor-patient relationship (p. 822).
Since the narrative gives voice to the disenfranchised, peripheral, and marginal, it would 

be logical that these identities would evince action to accommodate for their rhetoric.  

Polkinghorne (1988) gives the final implication for the narrative:

On this basis, humans make decisions about what they want and what they 

need to do to satisfy these wants. We retrieve stories about our own and the 

community's past, and these provide models of how actions and consequences are 

linked. Using these retrieved models, we plan our strategies and actions and 

interpret the intentions of other actors. Narrative is the discourse structure in 

which human action receives its form and through which it is meaningful 

(Polkinghorne, 1988, p.135).

In academic debate, with its urban outreach programs, policy debate has never seen such 

a diversity of personality.  Within resolutions there is enough freedom to accommodate a 

marginal voice—and in finding similarities between the urban debater and the oppressed 

narrative of a resolutional actor, the debater finds him/herself transformed.  The 

marginalized voice is given an ear the form of the narrative, and according to the 

aforementioned quotation, human action in society gains meaning through narratives.

NARRATIVE IN SOCIETY  

The first step in orienting to the narratives of everyday life in this way is to listen

to what people say.  Not necessarily to retell it in exactly those terms, but to enquire into 

how it would be possible for them to say that.  What kinds of assumptions in what types 

of possible world could produce those accounts? (Clegg, 1993, p.31).  This inquiry offers 

the ability to gain an insight into other’s existence and epistemological understandings.  

The ability to conceptualize or empathize with one’s stories creates a convergence 

between two different perspectives.  This convergence is directly related to the unifying 

power of the narrative as well as providing a legitimate means for the disenfranchised 

voice to be heard.  


Mumby (1993) illustrates how the duality of narrative structures create a social 

understanding as well as set up an epistemological device of meaning in which social 

awareness is created:

Narrative is a socially symbolic act in the double sense that (a) it takes on 

meaning only in social context and (b) it plays a role in the construction of that 

social context as a cite of meaning in which social actors are implicated.  

However, there is no simple isomorphism between narrative (or any other 

symbolic form) and the social realm.  In different ways, each of the chapters 

belies the notion that the narrative functions monolithically to crate a stable, 

structured, social order.  Indeed, one of the prevailing themes across the chapters 

is the extent to which social order is tenuous, precarious, and open to negotiation 

in various ways.  In this sense, society is characterized by an ongoing “struggle 

over meaning” (p. 5). 

The implication of these two factors on intercollegiate debate point to how the narrative 

not only relies on the social context for meaning, but aids in the construction of that 

context.  Debate is a unique forum to meet Mumby’s socially symbolic act.  Debate 

offers a unique social context in that the majority of audience members are intellectually 

versed on the social context of a particular narrative (due to debate research).  The public 

advocacy emphasis of academic debate also allows for a “cite of meaning” and the 

adversarial positions in a debate round allow a team to implicate a judge or another team 

by virtue of their position.  It is in these mock situations that debaters are implicated as 

social actors, and thus are moved to action by virtue of close engagement with another’s 

story.  In factors of debate the concepts of theory and practice are inexorably intertwined.  

When these two competing ideologies can be combined creates a holistic insight into the 

human psyche.  


Insight gained from this holistic understanding is created by stories (or narratives) 

that define human experience.  The ability to construct a compelling story can have a 

dramatic impact on the social epistemology, which creates a co-constructed knowledge 

framework.  Scholars have posited that:

Stories are among the most universal means of representing human events.  

In addition to suggesting an interpretation for a social happening, a well-crafted 

narrative can motivate the belief and action of outsiders toward the actors and 

events caught up in its plot.  A key question about stories, as with other situations-

defining symbolic forms like metaphors, theories, and ideologies is whether they 

introduce new and constructive insights into social life (Bennett & Edelman, 

1985, p. 156).

This form of meaning production and the persuasive potential of identification 

established by the narrative can be a powerful force upon the debate community or even 

society.  The process of which an individuals interacts with a narrative and then how a 

community reacts to the narrative is better explained by White (1987) who states:

Narrative is revealed to be particularly effective system of discursive 

meaning production by which individuals can be taught to live a distinctively 

“imaginary relation to the real conditions of existence,” that is to say, an unreal 

but meaningful relation to the social formations in which they are indentured to 

live out their lives and realize their destinies and social subjects.  To conceive of a 

narrative discourse in this way permits us to account for its universality as a 

cultural fact and for the interest that dominant social groups have not only in 

controlling what will pass for the authoritative myth of a given cultural formation 

but also in assuring the belief that social reality itself can be both lived and 

realistically comprehended as a story (p. 187)

The entrance of this new form of information processing seems uncertain.  Thus, the

final analysis looks to the debate community in particular and provides some 

investigation as to how the persuasiveness of the narrative could interact with the 

conventions and norms of the debate community.

THE NARRATIVE AND THE DEBATE COMMUNITY


Having justified that the personal narrative or story can empower the disenfranchised individual, the next claim that must be justified is that the introduction of narratives will aid the entire debate community.  The structure of the narrative is vastly different than the structure of more traditional affirmative cases, disadvantages, and counterplans.  This difference creates a problem of how a narrative should be evaluated versus a disadvantage resulting in worldwide destruction.  The narrative structure does not refute this, nor does the disadvantage outweigh the narrative.  The intersection of the disadvantage and the narrative only happens at the impact level—the narrative is an example of how one person feels in the vast number of individuals subjected to torture and death by case harms or disadvantage impacts.  The relationship of these structures guides them to tangentially clash and this does not justify their exclusion from debate.  The narrative structure is a powerful persuasive device, and should be introduced because it: 1) privileges the emotional appeal of the story over the logical structure of links, brinks, and impacts, 2) provides a snapshot of time in which a person can identify with true suffering as opposed to the longitudinal aspects of death tallies, and 3) opens a rhetoric of possibility in which competitors and judges alike can affirm or negate a resolution based off of the ability to foresee a future effected by the narrative.


The debate community has privileged traditional logical appeals over nontraditional forms of argument.  These logical appeals create easy comparisons for critics since the arguments can be broken down into simple equations.  To weigh a disadvantage of ecological collapse versus a plan that saves fifty lives is basic math—survival of the planet always outweighs fifty lives.  These logical appeals are naturally preferred over emotional appeals because there is no systematic way in which to quantify the emotions evoked by a message.  However, narrative debate could create a different form of impact analysis at the pathos level: the emotional appeal of the narrative could be weighed against the emotional appeal of a disadvantage.  This new type of impact analysis provides clear ground, because the traditional disadvantage can have emotional appeal (deaths of children, environmental destruction—these all include basic pathos appeals) and the narrative can be weighed against this.  The other advantage to this form of impact analysis is that it becomes a forum in the debate community, judges and competitors alike could begin to create rubrics and hierarchies that would help explain the more powerful versus less powerful pathos appeals.  The realm of the pathos appeal has been understudied for years, and with its acceptance as a criterion in debate, the community could lend a helping hand to facilitate a mapping out the persuasiveness of pathos appeals.


The second advantage that the narrative provides in academic debate is that the narrative is centered on a snapshot in time: the narrative is a glimpse into someone else’s life for just a moment.  In debate rounds, competitors often prophesize the most severe impacts possible in an attempt to get enough “blood on the flow.”  In every debate round, billions of human beings are killed by some proclaimed catastrophic event that a singular policy measure evoked.  By tallying deaths into the billions, debaters and judges never really have a chance to empathize with one case of human pain and suffering.  Narratives produce an insight into the human condition and illuminate the struggle our species endures.  Compared to traditional policy arguments that concentrate on future action to remedy current problems, the narrative forces competitors to empathize with a particular problem that a human is experiencing now.  This empathy is lost in contemporary debate, with debaters claiming future destruction for the planet in almost every debate round.  With more narrative debaters, we may see a resurgence of probabilistic arguments against disadvantages, since the unlikely scenario of nuclear war might be outweighed by the definite impact to the protagonist of the narrative (as well as the good possibility that other’s have similar narratives). The narrative helps to “keep it real,” and centers the debate round back to the individuals that the impacts are directly affecting, creating a strong link between debater and the change that they are advocating in the status quo.


The final reason why narratives would help the debate community is that they do open up a rhetoric of possibility.  The Gulf war may or may not have started (without the narrative), but after the young Kuwaiti girl spoke, there was a call for war, and war seemed inevitable, a conclusion that traditional forms of argument would never have established.  This discourse is a prime example of the power of the narrative, which opened a possibility that before was not an option.  The persuasive force of the narrative affects receiver and the individual immediately begins to ponder what sort of situation would bring about such a travesty.  This thought process create new possibilities that individuals can begin conceived even though it was unconsidered before:

The need to evoke possibilities of the human condition is central to the rhetorical enterprise, transcending any one school or strategy.  However, narrative is perhaps the foremost means by which such possibilities are disclosed.  Through storytelling, rhetors can confront a the states of awareness and intellectual beliefs of audiences; through it they can show them previously unsuspected ways of being and acting in the world (Kirkwood, 1992, p. 32).

These new ways of acting and being are reflections of a different rhetorical style, new faculties that should be available to the young debater.  The rhetoric of possibility that is created by having competitors and judges alike engage the narrative calls for new creative actions that would have normally been dismissed in the contemporary debate society.

The rhetoric of possibility is different from the rhetoric of actuality—the traditional debater creates claims from a realist framework—the political disadvantage based around the workings of government, the financial disadvantage from the workings of the stock market, or the counterplan that tries to implement a plan through the same traditional policy means.  The narrative debater, working from a rhetoric of possibility works from a different ideology or school of thought, though the narrative debater would recognize these same realist conceptions, the narrative debater also tries to guide the audience to see additional perspectives and to create more solutions than the realist platform—the narrative debater as asks the audience to try to work outside and around the realist framework as well.  

By helping people examine possibilities, which they previously did not imagine or think they could achieve, rhetors can free them to pursue more satisfying responses to both personal and public needs.  Hence a rhetoric of possibility can illuminate diverse kinds of communication (Kirkwood, 1992, p.44).

As of the writing of this paper, the signing of a debate ballot has gained perlocutionary force—the action of voting has some concrete impact in the community (debate and otherwise).  Debaters have began to claim that the ballot can either operate in the traditional debate sense (working from any of a multitude of debate “paradigms:” stock issues, cost-benefit analysis, hypothesis-testing, etc.), or the ballot becomes an endorsement of an ideology, with the action of signing becoming a statement to a larger community.  The narrative can operate at either level: it can be weighed in a debate round on the probability and pathos appeal of the narration, or it can be endorsed by a judge for its ideological power.  However, the narrative can be impacted at even higher levels.  A performance that touches debaters and critics alike should be endorsed for the mere fact that more individuals should hear it.  The intellectual landscape would support any effort or trust to exchange and create ideas.   The narrative could be a stronghold that keeps the death that debaters often claim as inevitable closer to home.

IMPLICATIONS OF A POSSIBILITY


Beyond the ballot, a rhetoric of possibility can influence the inner ethics of the individual.  By personalizing travesties of humans, the debate community sees the grim reality of certain areas of the world—and this opens whole new possibilities.  This personalization has an opposite effect than the desensitizing debaters to the destruction of the planet.  The implication for the urban debater attempting to gain voice through the story of another happens at two levels: 1) at the level of personal empowerment by seeing life through the eyes of another, and 2) the possibilities enfranchised in telling a personal story to others can affect change from a community.


The narrative debater can find similarities between the oppressed voice of the protagonist of a personal story, and from that identification, the debater can allow themselves to be heard.  This vicarious experience allows the disenfranchised voice of the minority urban debater to have atonement, and the endorsement of this type of advocacy can empower the urban debater into telling their own personal stories in public forums.  This affirmation would allow debaters to gain extra persuasive faculties in personal life experiences and grant them more holistic knowledge of other people.  In its basic form, debate tells the minority urban voice that they can voice through a long list of plans, disadvantages, and kritiks, but the narrative would allow for the minority to see how other oppressed people describe their story, with whole new avenues of possibility.


The possibility spreads throughout a community, the second implication of narrative debate, creates new discourses about the real individuals that so much debate evidence points to.  Instead of being another possible death from a horrible situation, the impacts of a position are humanized, and by doing so, the individual is more likely to try to directly help the oppressed voice.  Though it seems that the current debate community does little to directly affect change in the real world, the personification of pain and suffering might evince direct action by debaters.  There have been instances in the past where debaters that have felt so strongly about a kritik have lobbied for political action at a tournament.  The narrative offers another chance to involve a debater enough to become a real world advocate, for the persuasive force of a narrative affects individuals at a much more of a personal level.

CONCLUSION


Thomas A. Hollihan, Kevin T. Baaske, and Patricia Riley (1987) assert that under a narrative paradigm, “debaters and their judges would be engaging in a shared process of constructing, communicating, and evaluating their respective understandings of the world” (p. 187).  Though the narrative paradigm asserted in the late 1980s dealt primarily with the judge’s predispositions in a round, the power of narrative discourse in both emancipation and societal awareness occur whenever a narrative is introduced.  This essay has advocated the narrative as a way for the typically excluded low-socioeconomic urban voice to gain legitimacy in a public forum.  By identifying at an intellectual level with a marginalized voice in a “topic country,” the urban debater can find both personal voice and emancipation.  Above this, the debate circuit in general should benefit from the narrative, mainly because it brings the creation of personal identity to the advocacy of the debater, creating more enlightened and mindful individuals across the board.  If rhetoric is as Aristotle states as being the “faculty to see all available means of persuasion” (Kennedy, 1991, p.35), then as a community, we should encourage the use of narrative debate. 
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