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I Affirm: Resolved: Military conscription is unjust. In order to elucidate the resolution 

and provide for fair debate, I define the following key term: 
 

Conscription: Compulsory enrollment, especially for the armed forces; draft (American 

Heritage, 2009) 

 
I present a core value of justice, defined as giving each his or her due. This is the only 

value inherent in the wording of the resolution and thus it is the only value that should be 

accepted for today’s round. My criterion to achieve justice is the maximization of 
individual autonomy. This criterion represents the goal of giving people freedom of 

choice as long as their decisions do not interfere with others’ ability to choose. The 

maximization of individual autonomy ought to be the criterion to uphold justice for 2 

reasons: 

1. The only manner in which we can conceive of justice itself is by the 

autonomous freedom of choice and freedom of thought used to refine 

philosophical concepts. Thus, since autonomy is necessary to think about 

justice and to even decide which actions give people their due, autonomy is 

necessary to achieve justice. 

2. The concept of autonomy is also fundamental to receiving due rights. Without 

autonomy, the fact that people have rights in a just society doesn’t have any 

significant meaning because people can’t choose which of their rights they 

want to exercise. Thus, autonomy must be foundationally necessary to 

achieving justice. 

 

1. Military conscription decreases autonomy because it harms individual citizens. 

A) Conscription forces individual citizens to serve in the military 

By its very nature, military conscription takes citizens who chose not to enlist in 

the military and removes their freedom of choice by forcing them to join. Doug 
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Bandow1 explains the losses of autonomy inherent in instituting a policy of 

conscription in a 1999 article: 

“It is important never to forget that the military is a means to an end—

not an end in itself. The purpose of America’s armed forces is to defend a free society 

built on respect for and protection of individual liberty. Ultimately, the preservation 

of liberty is the most important reason to reject conscription. A draft would 

be costly, especially to the military. More basic, however, conscription would be 
incompatible with the government’s duty to protect the individual liberty 

of the American people. A renewed draft would destroy the very values that it 
purports to save.” 

In effect, conscription forces people to join the armed forces against their will. 

Therefore, a government using military conscription to build an army that is 

supposed to defend its citizens’ liberty will defeat its own ends. Conscription 

fundamentally violates the autonomy of each person being drafted, and thus it 

cannot achieve justice. 

B) Conscription dehumanizes those who serve in the armed forces 

When conscription drastically increases the availability of soldiers, generals stop 

viewing their conscripts as people and start seeing them as expendable resources. 

This dehumanization of those in the military often results in the death of new 

soldiers. Doug Bandow2 furthers: 

“The existence of a draft also affects battlefield tactics. The availability of 
essentially endless supplies of manpower allow[s]ed the North in the Civil War 
and most of the countries participating in World War I to undertake those bloody wars of 
attrition. In the latter conflict, British prime minister David Lloyd George raged, “The 
generals cannot be expected to judge the issue dispassionately. Their 
reckless wastage of the man power so lavishly placed at their disposal also 
vitiates their judgement.”98 To constrain the generals, Lloyd George limited troop 
reinforcements. A return to conscription would yield a less-experienced, less-
stable, and less-efficient military.” 
 

Thus, when the military is given access to such a great source of manpower, it 

fails to recognize the inherent worth and importance of each individual human 
                                                
1 Bandow, Doug. (Senior fellow at the Cato Institute. Ex-special assistant to President 
Reagan). Fixing What Ain’t Broke: The Renewed Call for Conscription. Published in 
Policy Analysis No. 351, 31 August 1999. 
 
2 Ibid 
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being involved. This dehumanization of conscripted soldiers results in poor tactics 

and death, which further harms the autonomy of the innocent men and women 

who have already been forced to join the military. Thus, conscription does not 

give individuals their due, and it cannot be just. 

2.   Conscription harms the military and the citizens that it is supposed to protect 

A) Conscription makes states more likely to go to war 

Since countries that conscript do not have to undergo a lengthy recruitment 

process in order to build up a military and go to war, conscription makes it easy 

for a nation to enter an armed dispute. Seung-Whan Choi and Patrick James3 

explain in a 2003 article: 
Cross-national empirical studies on manpower systems have been rare. From data on a sample 

of 143 countries for 1984, White (1989, 780) finds that "countries that use 

conscription may be more likely to become involved in wars because they 
maintain larger armed forces and the cost to the government of getting 

additional soldiers is reduced by conscription." In other words, it appears 
that conscription reduces the relative costs entailed by pursuit of a 

military option - the most basic means already are available. Other studies 

concur. For example, based on data for 78 states for the year 1983, Ross 
(1994) finds that international disputes may be more likely to occur in the 

presence of conscripted forces because of their quicker and higher 
military readiness than all-voluntary forces (see also Duindam 1999, 119). On the 

basis of cross-sectional data for 1980, Anderson, Halcoussis, and Tollison (1996, 

199-200) ascertain as well that "warlike" states are more likely to employ 
conscription.” These findings do not support Kant's intuition about conscripted military 

forces.  

The fact that conscription causes more unnecessary wars has two impacts. First, 

conscription generates a vicious, militaristic cycle in which even more soldiers 

must be unnecessarily conscripted in order to fight in the extra wars caused by the 

policy itself. This means that even more citizens are deprived of their freedom of 

                                                
3 Choi, Seung-Whan and Patrick James. No Professional Soldiers, No Militarized 
Interstate Disputes? A New Question for Neo-Kantianism. The Journal of Conflict 
Resolution, Vol. 47, No. 6, (Dec., 2003), pp. 796-816 



   
MAX DOVALA (FHS) – AUTONOMY AFF 

4 

choice as described in contention 1, which violates justice. Second, these 

additional wars will result in more deaths (both of soldiers and of civilians). Since 

death deprives an individual of autonomy in every possible way, these 

unnecessary casualties also present a reason why a policy of conscription must 

violate justice. 

B) Conscription decreases the effectiveness of the military, harming the security and 

autonomy of the citizens that the military is supposed to protect 

In addition to violating the liberty of the individuals being drafted, conscription 

decreases the effectiveness of the military itself. Panu Poutvaara and Andreas 

Wagener4 elaborate in a 2006 article: 

“Different people are good at different tasks, implying that not 

everyone is equally good as a soldier. Forcing everybody to serve in 
the military is not a more sensible way of recruiting public sector 

workers than forcing all citizens to work as nurses, heart surgeons, or 

teachers. By ignoring the principle of comparative advantage, military 
draft leads to an inefficient match between people and jobs and, thus, to 

output losses that could otherwise be avoided. Moreover, already in Adam Smith’s 

times – but even more so today – warfare requires a degree of experience, 

training, and mastery in handling complex weapons that drafted 

short-term soldiers may never reach. A society that relies on military 
conscription would forego the productivity gains that specialized 

professional soldiers bring to the production of military output.” 

Since the conscripted military is significantly less effective in war, it puts the 

freedom and security of the entire nation at risk. In effect, having such a weak 

military jeopardizes the freedom of everyone in the nation, which is not a just way 

for the government to protect the autonomy that its citizens are due. 

 

I am now open to cross-examination and points of clarification. 

                                                
4 Poutvaara, Panu (University of Helsinki and HECER (Helsinki Center of Economic 
Research) and Andreas Wagener (University of Vienna). The Economic Costs and the 
Political Allure of Conscription. University of Helsinki and HECER (Helsinki Center of 
Economic Research) Discussion Paper No. 106 May ‘06  


