
Overview

There is a significant difference between prioritizing national interests in the decision making process itself and 
the abstract value of national interests. NATIONAL INTERESTS are the political, economic, or military concerns of 
a nation. The question of national interests is not whether we should value them as a nation, but instead 
whether we should make them the focus of our foreign policy initiatives when in conflict with universal 
human rights. The negative must not only prove that national interests are intrinsically good, but also that 
actively pursuing them is the best way to achieve their goals.

UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS are defined by John Rawls as the basic natural rights of human beings, namely 
“the right to life, liberty, property, and formal equality.”12

Core Value

The value is MORALITY, for two reasons:

1. Ought indicates obligation or duty. Morality is a system by which we define our obligations to others. 
Thus, any evaluation of what ought to be done is founded in whether the action is consistent with the 
moral code. Moreover, moral obligations are inherently more binding than others, because they define the 
evaluation of action absent any power structures.

2. Morality is an important consideration in foreign policy to ensure the proper treatment of individuals. 
Since governments represent a group of individuals, government actions still reflect on the morality of the 
people and thus still must be morally evaluated.

Standard

The criterion is RESPECTING HUMAN DIGNITY. This is the best standard because:

1. The basis of any moral philosophy is to recognize the inherent worth of individuals. Individuals have 
dignity because they deserve proper treatment, and respecting this fact is necessary for action to be moral.

2. Respecting human dignity prevents governments from utilizing individuals as tools to achieve their own 
ends by ensuring they recognize individuals as worthy of proper treatment.

Universal human rights precede the rights established under any contract, because other rights have no 
meaning in the absence of human rights.

Thus, it is the burden of the affirmative to prove that governments have a moral obligation to prioritize 
universal human rights over their national interest.

RYAN ATALLAH   •   AFFIRMATIVE   •   FAIRVIEW HIGH
When forced to choose, a just government ought to prioritize universal human rights over its national interest.

1

1 Rawls 1999, 65

2 Christian Bay. “A Human Rights Approach to Transnational Politics”. Universal Human Rights, 1:1 19-42. Jan. - Mar., 1979.



CONTENTION 1 —
NATIONS HAVE AN INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATION TO PROTECT HUMAN RIGHTS BY RESPECTING 
HUMAN DIGNITY

A — Limiting the responsibility to protect human rights to national borders is discrimination.

This stems from the fact that a human rights violation in another country has no moral difference to one that 
occurs domestically. For example, if I see a child drowning, I have a moral imperative to try and save them, 
even at the minimal cost of getting my clothes wet, because it would be morally far worse to let the child die. If 
I know of a child drowning a hundred miles away, the moral imperative to save them still exists, but more 
effort is required to do so.3 Determining that an individual’s human rights are not worth protecting simply 
because they are physically father away is dehumanizing because it indicates that we don’t consider that 
individual’s existence morally valuable. By respecting human dignity and recognizing the international 
obligation to protect human rights, we reduce immoral discrimination against foreigners.

B — The responsibility to protect HR falls to the int. community when states fail to do so themselves.

Leaving rights protection under the auspices of national sovereignty is convenient but clearly insufficient. Is is 
unreasonable to expect that all nations will be willing, let alone capable of adequately protecting the rights of 
their citizens. If a state fails to act appropriately, the responsibility to do so must fall to the larger community of 
states.4 The reason for this transfer lies in the ability of the international community to protect human rights. 
Those that are capable of protecting rights at reasonable cost to themselves adopt the moral obligation to do so. 
As members of the international community, each nation has an individual obligation to respect human 
dignity and protect rights, because international efforts ultimately effect everyone and cannot be effective 
without the legitimacy of multilateral input.

C — Nations that fail to uphold their R2P HR are indirectly responsible for causing rights abuse.

As long as we fail to appropriately address human rights abuses, we continuously impose unjust global order, 
instead of working towards a reformed one in which the rights of all could be fully realized. Failing to address 
rights abuses only perpetuates the degradation of human dignity by removing the risk of retribution. In doing 
so we are complicit in the violation or negligent protection of human rights by insufficient governance that 
could easily be avoided by minor institutional changes.5
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CONTENTION 2 —
PRIORITIZING RIGHTS IN FOREIGN POLICY MITIGATES THE THREAT OF VIOLENCE AND CREATES 
A MORE STABLE WORLD ORDER

The threat of violence is always revolutionary, threatening to overthrow a system and those it protects. 
Violence is detrimental to a stable system because it threatens to remove the rights of individuals to live and 
make their own decisions. Prioritizing rights in foreign policy reduces the threat of violence in three ways:

1. By recognizing the international obligation to protect human rights, nations will engage in policy that stops 
human rights abuses and abstain from pursuing violent policy themselves.

2. Individuals whose moral worth is not appreciated inevitably rebel against the unjust institutional order, an 
action that often requires violence to be successful. Prioritizing rights respects the moral worth of 
individuals and reduces violence. State oppression in Libya directly caused the outbreak of a massive 
violent uprising as a means of restoring the human dignity of the abused people.

3. Prioritizing human rights in foreign policy also fosters greater cooperation between nations. Since all 
humans morally appreciate human rights, nations that violate them are disrespected by the international 
community. Cooperation between nations increases international stability and reduces violence.

Moreover, nations often use violence when prioritizing the national interest at the expense of human rights, 
because individuals who value their rights must be coerced to give them up. Ultimately it is in the interest of 
all nations to reduce the threat of violence, which is best achieved through prioritizing rights. For example, 
American foreign policy in South America prioritized economic interests at the cost of thousands of civilian 
lives. This caused the establishment of oppressive regimes that now oppose American interests. On the other 
hand, American human rights initiatives in South Africa helped end Apartheid, resulting in the development 
of a strong American ally. Thus, prioritizing universal human rights in foreign policy better serves the national 
interest in the long run.
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