Affirmative: Human Dignity
Affirmative: Moral Agency
By Coach Vaughan
Resolved: It is just for a criminal justice system to value retribution above rehabilitation This can be a very powerful AFF. It recognizes that both the criminal and the victim are moral agents and are worth treating as such. It makes the criminal responsible for their moral actions, and the victim as deserving justice because their rights have been violated.

The Neg may be running Human Dignity as their value, and this shows that the AFF better upholds the dignity of both the victim and the criminal through proportional punishment.






Introduction
People make choices. What’s more, people make moral choices. Some make very poor moral choices which violate the rights of others. These moral choices need treated for what they are, moral choices. And this is why I stand firmly resolved that, It is just for a criminal justice system to value retribution above rehabilitation
Before I get into my case, let’s look at a few,
Definitions
Just
Merriam Webster Online Dictionary (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/just)
acting or being in conformity with what is morally upright or good

Retribution
Cambridge Online Dictionary (https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/retribution)
deserved punishment

Rehabilitation
Merriam Webster Online Dictionary (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/rehabilitation)
the process of restoring someone (such as a criminal) to a useful and constructive place in society
Resolution Analysis
RA1 – Just vs. Favorable
The resolution is asking us to debate what is morally upright given the current situation, not what may make society better at some point in the future. 
RA2 – Punishment Phase
Since we are looking at retribution and rehabilitation, we are looking at the penalty phase of the judicial system. In other words, a criminal has been found guilty, and the question before us is what the just thing to do is.
Let’s now look at what the highest goal of the round is through my value of,
Value: Human Dignity
The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy explains that contemporary theories of dignity commonly understand it as a form of human value, worth, or status. Therefore, I define human dignity as the inherent moral worth and equal status of every human being, requiring each person to be treated with appropriate respect.
Debes, Remy. “Dignity.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 18 Feb. 2023 (https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/dignity/) (Access Date 09/16/2026)

The way to achieve Human Dignity is through my,
Criterion: Respecting Humans As Moral Agents
A criminal justice system truly respects persons when it recognizes that, 1. Offenders are capable of morally responsible choices, and that, 2. Victims possess equal moral worth. When we treat both as moral agents, Human Dignity is achieved.
Contention One: Retribution Respects Offenders’ Human Dignity
Human dignity requires us to take human agency and choices seriously. Persons are not simply products of their environment, biology, or social circumstances. Although these factors may influence behavior and should be considered in sentencing, individuals make morally meaningful choices.
Retribution recognizes this. It says that when a person knowingly and voluntarily commits a serious wrong, that choice matters. The offender is not treated as a mindless object to be controlled, but as a responsible person who understands moral reasons and being held accountable for violating them.
Retribution asks: What does this offender deserve because of the wrong committed?
Rehabilitation primarily asks: How can we change the offender’s future behavior?
Rehabilitation can be beneficial. Counseling, education, addiction treatment, and restorative programs may help offenders become better people. But if rehabilitation is valued above punishment, the justice system risks treating offenders more as patients or societal problems to be fixed. 
That creates a serious dignity question. Should a criminal who is difficult to rehabilitate may be confined longer than a person who committed an equally serious offense but appears easier to change? In that system, people are evaluated according to their usefulness, risk, or psychological condition rather than according to their equal moral status.
Retribution provides the necessary boundary. The punishment must correspond to the offense and the offender’s culpability. It cannot be increased merely because the state wants to deter others or because officials believe the offender is difficult to reform.
Application: SCOTUS
In Graham v. Florida, the Supreme Court rejected life without parole for juveniles convicted of non-homicide offenses, emphasizing that punishment must account for diminished culpability and the possibility of personal change. 
“Graham v. Florida.” Legal Information Institute, Cornell Law School, 17 May 2010,
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/08-7412.ZS.html.
This example demonstrates that retribution does not require identical punishment for everyone. Instead, it requires punishment to be proportionate to the offender’s actual responsibility.
Thus, retribution respects offenders by recognizing both their agency and their limits. It holds them accountable without treating them as disposable.
Contention Two: Retribution Upholds the Dignity of Victims.
When an offender assaults, robs, or kills another person, the offender acts as though the victim’s rights and interests do not matter.
A just response must reject this attitude.
Proportionate punishment affirms that the victim mattered, that the harm was real, and that the offender violated the equal worth of another person. Retribution is therefore not merely about causing suffering to offenders. It is a public recognition of the victim’s status as a person whose rights cannot be ignored.
Rehabilitation alone cannot fully address the wrong committed. Rehabilitation may reduce future crime. It may help the offender change. But even successful rehabilitation does not necessarily express that the victim was wronged and that the offender deserves a proportionate consequence.
Application 2: 
The United Nations’ Basic Principles on the Right to a Remedy recognize that victims of serious violations are entitled to remedies that include restitution, compensation, rehabilitation, satisfaction, and guarantees of non-repetition. “Satisfaction” includes public acknowledgment of the truth and acceptance of responsibility.
UN Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, December 2005,(https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/basic-principles-and-guidelines-right-remedy-and-reparation) (Accessed 9/16/2026)

While criminal punishment is not identical to every form of victim remedy, this principle supports the idea that justice requires more than simply improving the offender’s future behavior. It requires an official response to the wrong done to the victim.
Retribution supplies that response. It tells the victim and the community that crimes are not merely failures of social policy. They are violations committed against persons.
The negative may argue that rehabilitation is more humane. But dignity requires concern for offenders and victims alike. Mercy that ignores accountability and punishment without limits can both become cruel. Proportionate retribution is the principle that balances both: it treats the offender as a responsible person and the victim as a valuable person.
The negative may also argue that rehabilitation prevents future crime more effectively. But this confuses justice with utility. The resolution asks what it is just to value, not merely what produces the most desirable social outcomes. The AFF is arguing for the resolution as stated.
Finally, the negative may claim that retribution is revenge. However, revenge is personal, emotional, and potentially unlimited. Retribution is public, principled, and proportional. Revenge asks, “How much suffering do I want to inflict?” Retribution asks, “What punishment is deserved for this offense?”
To uphold the moral agency for both the criminal and the victim, showing dignity to both, the Affirmative side is the one that accomplishes this. Therefore, an Affirmative Ballot is both warranted and justified.












Answers to Common Negative Arguments
“Retribution is revenge.”
Retribution is different from revenge because it is public, principled, and proportional. Revenge is driven by personal emotion and may be unlimited. Retribution asks what punishment is deserved based on culpability.
“Rehabilitation is more humane.”
Rehabilitation can be humane, but it is incomplete. A system that rehabilitates offenders while ignoring victims fails to recognize the victim’s equal dignity. A humane system should offer rehabilitation while still imposing deserved accountability.
“Retribution does not undo the harm.”
True, punishment cannot erase the past. But justice is not limited to reversal. It can publicly recognize that a wrong has occurred, that the victim mattered, and that the offender bears responsibility.
“Crime is caused by poverty, trauma, or environment.”
Those circumstances may reduce culpability and should be considered in sentencing. However, influence is not the same as compulsion. Retribution allows the system to distinguish between full responsibility, diminished responsibility, and no responsibility.
“Rehabilitation prevents future crime.”
That may support rehabilitation as a useful policy, but not as the highest value that brings justice. The resolution concerns what the system should value, not merely which policy produces the best consequences. Retribution addresses the crime committed by the criminal, AND the victim’s claim for accountability.
“Retribution allows excessive punishment.”
Only if retribution is defined incorrectly. The affirmative defends proportional punishment. The punishment must be limited by the seriousness of the crime and the offender’s culpability. Excessive punishment violates the affirmative standard of human dignity.
“Some offenders can never be rehabilitated.”
Turn: This argument actually strengthens the affirmative. If punishment depends on rehabilitation, the state may confine people indefinitely because officials believe they remain dangerous. Retribution gives punishment a principled limit: once the deserved sentence is completed, the offender is treated with dignity and released.
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