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1. Models 
 

a. Necessary and sufficient 
 

When considering whether to introduce a model, the debater should 
first consider whether a model, or indeed a policy of any kind, is 
needed in this debate. Is the resolution one that requires action, or 
simply justification? In other words, is this, or might it be a value 
debate, where all that is required is proof of the legitimacy of the 
statement? If it is, then forget about a model, and concentrate on the 
principled arguments that support your case. 
 
In most cases however, it will be clear from the resolution that the 
debate requires a model of some kind, action of some kind to be 
taken. Most debates require a change to be made, and the model is 
the way of effecting that change.  The model will need to include 
certain elements in order for it to be defended, and so that the 
opposition can provide legitimate attack. Missing certain elements 
will allow attacks that could have otherwise been avoided, and will 
demonstrate that the model has not been thought through clearly, 
something that may impact on how the rest of the argumentation is 
received. 
 
So what does need to be included? We need to say what is to be 
done, who is going to do it, when they will act, and what we think or 
hope the outcome will be. That is the minimum requirement for any 
model to function, and missing any of these elements will seriously 
hamper our case. 
 
b. There is no panacea 

 
Clearly, there is no one model that will work best in every situation 
with which we have been presented.  Each action will have a 
preferred agent, timescale, &c., and we need to be aware of the 
strengths and limitations of each when seeking to apply them to the 
various situations.  
 
Similarly, we should not fall into the trap of attempting to head off 
lines of opposition by making the model extremely complex and 
involved, to show that we have thought of every eventuality and have 
an answer for it. This is poor argumentation for two reasons: if a 
model could be determined that solves all possible objections, it 
renders the subject undebatable,  and models that are so complex 
usually require a lot of explaining, leaving very little time for us to 
outline any principled argumentation. Think of it in this way: if we as 
non-expert debaters can construct a model so perfect that there is no 
possible objection to it, and do so in limited preparation time, then it 
raises the question, why has this not been done before? A model’s  

 

 



complexity often can create further issues, so that as we solve each 
one, we simply create new lines of attack for our Opposition. Thus, 
overcomplex models are counterproductive, and often harm our own 
position in terms of the philosophical justifications for our side. 
 
c. MAD arguments 

 
When outlining a model, we need, as much as elsewhere in the 
debate, to structure our outline of the model clearly, so that all are 
aware of the components, and of the rationale for choosing those 
elements. The structure that many debaters find useful is known as 
MAD (which is not a reference to the principle of mutually assured 
destruction preventing nuclear war). MAD stands for ‘Model, Agent, 
Delivery’ and using this mnemonic we can ensure that we include the 
necessary parts for a sufficient model, without resorting to overly 
complex and detailed plans of action. 
 
It is enough, then, to say (briefly) what you are going to do, or hope to 
achieve (e.g. invade, or effect regime change), who you will choose to 
get to do it (e.g. a ‘coalition of the willing’) and when they will move 
(e.g. in six weeks, if no weapons inspectors have been admitted). We 
do not need to outline exactly how the invasion, stage by stage, 
might work; we are not, after all, military experts, and no-one expects 
a speech talking about first- and second-wave troops, and their 
specific duties. If we are that good at determining specific policy, then 
perhaps those talents would be put to better use at the heart of 
government; they are certainly wasted in students’ debates! 
 
We will need to provide some argument justifying why the agent 
chosen will be effective in delivering what we propose, too, and 
perhaps why we have chosen them over another potential agent, but 
again, we know that whomever we choose, there will be reasons why, 
and why not, they are the right, or the best choice. And we will also 
need to show how and why they can achieve what we propose, but 
this should not be the main thrust of the argument. The MAD 
structure should simply lead us to the principled arguments about 
why doing what we propose is a good thing, why helping those 
people identified as stakeholders is important, or the most important 
thing we can do.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



2. Agents 
 

a. Two sides of every coin 
 

The choice of agent is perhaps crucial to our ability to build principled 
arguments, but choosing the wrong agent won’t necessarily lose the 
debate. It will however allow the Opposition to present our case as ill-
conceived, as we need to have thought through the benefits and 
deficits of a particular choice, and be able to justify that choice.  
 
Let us consider a model requiring invasion of a particularly country, 
perhaps to effect regime change. We have more than one option 
available to us, and need to be aware that whichever we pick, there 
will be reasons for and against that choice. So what are those choices? 
We could choose unilateral invasion, a ‘coalition of the willing’ or a 
‘league of democracies’, or even a multinational force under the 
auspices of an established international group, such as the United 
Nations or African Union. Let us then look at each of those of in turn 
to determine what might be the benefits or otherwise of choosing a 
particular agent. 
 
It does not matter for the purpose of this exercise where we select as 
prime target for invasion; it is enough that in country X, legitimate 
power has been seized illegitimately, and that the rights of the people 
are being ignored or abused. Our resolution for this debate is simple: 
[that] This House Would Invade Country X. [We do not need to spend 
much time talking about our model being one of invasion (that’s a 
given, in the resolution); were the resolution to read ‘THW Effect 
Regime Change in Country X’, we would need to state explicitly that 
invasion was our preferred method, as opposed to supporting and 
funding domestic insurgency, for example.] Our job here is simply to 
choose an agent, and then to provide some justification for that 
choice.  Each agent we choose brings with it certain advantages and 
disadvantages, and all need to be looked at carefully, so the right 
choice can be made. 
 

• Unilateral invasion: depending on where country X is, a 
unilateral invasion by a vastly superior (in military terms) 
neighbour might work. The advantages are:  military 
capability, speed of response, proximity (linked to speed, 
but also to ideas like familiarity with terrain) – all of them 
practical benefits, that illustrate the ability to complete the 
action. The disadvantages are: lack of international 
legitimacy, the perception of unjustified attack or colonial 
motivation, the likely response against the agent country, 
historical animosity between the two countries (agent and 
object) – all philosophical objections as to why they 
shouldn’t, rather than can’t.  

 

 



• A ‘coalition of the willing’, or a ‘league of democracies’: we 
might think that a lack of international perspective needs 
to be countered, and so a broader coalition might be 
preferable to unilateral action. Advantages:  the need for 
some international agreement on the scale of the problem, 
plus, willingness to act, ability (in military terms), avoiding 
one country being targeted as aggressor… Disadvantages: 
those who join the coalition are likely to be either in broad 
agreement anyway (is there really more international 
legitimacy?), or acting because of perceived self-interest – 
we might not overcome all the disadvantages outlined 
above, such as imperialism in terms of values, or 
colonialism as a secret objective. 

 
• UN or AU forces: clearly, we can overcome almost all of the 

philosophical objections by using the agency of brad 
international groups, who require debate and significant 
majority in agreement before any resolution proposing 
action can be passed. The advantage here is clear: it is very 
difficult to assert a lack of international (or regional) will if 
the UN/AU is behind such a move; troops will be drawn 
from all member states where possible, eliminating for the 
most part charges of colonialism or imperialism (but not 
entirely). However, we lose almost all the practical benefits, 
as fora such as the UN and AU are notoriously slow in 
decision-making, precisely because of the requirement for 
broad international agreement. The troops are generally 
less directed, focused and specialised, affecting again their 
ability to carry out the task effectively. What we gain in 
support of ‘they should’, we lose in terms of ‘they can’. 

 
This is just a brief illustration, and is not meant in any way to be 
exhaustive, but hopefully it shows clearly that when considering an 
agent, we can often find one that fulfils perfectly one half of our 
argument, and fails completely in the other; our unilateral actor may 
be efficient, but lack legitimacy. The UN may have ultimate 
legitimacy, but fail completely when we consider how effective they 
might be. Similarly, when we try to mitigate those failures by shifting 
our choice from one agent to another, we often lose from one side as 
much as we gain from the other – our coalition of the willing may 
have slightly more international scope and therefore legitimacy, but 
the very nature of that coalition means that it cannot act as quickly.  
 
There is rarely one agent that is perfect, but some are often better 
than others, and we need to be aware of what each can and cannot, 
or should and should not, do. We need to acknowledge, for example, 
the problem of the UN ‘taking sides’ in a political conflict; that is why  
 

 

 



they are often reluctant to act except in cases of last resort. Second, 
the UN is not, primarily, a military organisation; it has no standing 
army, and troops are brought together from member states. This has 
its own issues, in terms of command structure, differing training and 
expertise levels, cultural sensibilities, &c. However, if we choose 
NATO, which is a military organisation, we need to be careful about 
where they can act with legal force, and also the risk that NATO may 
be seen as Western imperial forces, particularly if deployed against 
non-democratic countries, Islamic nations, &c.   
 
As a base, it is often a good idea to choose an agent based on their 
ability to act; we can provide reasons why the action is needed, and 
similarly, reasons why our chosen agent is best placed to achieve the 
stated aims. If we choose an agent based solely on their legitimacy, 
and cannot demonstrate clearly that they can, in practicable terms, do 
anything, we are likely to lose the argument. Linked to this are ideas 
of legal as well as moral authority, as whom we choose greatly affects 
what they will do when, and in some cases to whom, and we will look 
at this below. 

 
b. Why who affects when and how 
 
Once a particular agent has been chosen (accepting that there is 
never the perfect agent), we need to be aware of what that choice 
means for the subsequent, supporting arguments we need to make. 
In order to be able to argue effectively, it is imperative that we 
understand the various legal mechanisms and constraints under 
which these agents must act, and incorporate this into our arguments 
as to why we have chosen this agent. 
 
Let’s first deal with ideas of competence: certain international 
institutions have competence in certain areas. The World Trade 
Organisation (WTO), for example, regulates trade disputes often, and 
with some success, so can be said to have competency in this area. In 
addition, certain legal instruments, such as treaties, state that 
countries who are signatory to those instruments agree to be 
governed by the WTO in this area. Likewise, the European Union (EU) 
has agreed competency over (for example) employment laws, even at 
a domestic level, for its member states, and this stems from the idea 
of the EU as primarily a free trade area. It does not, however, have 
competency for national defence (which would require far greater 
political rather than economic union), and as such has no standing 
army. It therefore cannot direct member states to take action 
regarding national security; this power has not been given to Brussels, 
and therefore the EU has no legitimacy to pronounce, or to act in this 
area. 
 
 
 

 



Broader international organisations, like the UN, do not have 
specifically delineated competencies, but are free to assert 
competence based on a significant majority of their members (or 
perhaps just the more significant members, in the form of the 
Security Council) agreeing. Again, in order to this, they need to 
observe certain procedures and processes, to ensure that the 
organisation does not overstep its limitations and therefore lose its 
legitimacy.  
 
We should, then, consider the various legal instruments and how they 
impact on an organisation’s ability to act in various arenas. As an 
example, let us consider when it is legal for any country, or group of 
countries, to intervene in another’s affairs. First, we all have a right to 
defend ourselves if attacked, or to prevent an attack that is a clear an 
imminent danger. That seems obvious, but in those cases where a 
country is unable to defend itself, then another armed force may be 
able to do so legitimately. Article 5 of the NATO Treaty provides 
specifically for this (‘an attack on one member shall be deemed to be 
an attack on all members, and all members shall have the right to 
respond). Article 42, the UN’s mechanism for going to war, is broken 
down further; legal military action might be taken, if: 
 

• the country requests the assistance of the UN, and so 
relinquishes sovereignty; 

• there is a pressing humanitarian need (i.e. if a government 
cannot or will not protect its people; in cases such as these 
sovereignty is forfeit, rather than relinquished) 

• following a two-thirds vote in favour of action in the 
General Assembly; 

• by specific Security Council resolution (subject to veto) 
(these last two being cases where sovereignty is removed, 
rather than forfeit or relinquished); 

 
It should be clear that, dependent on whom we choose to carry out 
our proposed action, the agent will always be subject to various 
constraints ensuring the action is carried out legally, and with 
legitimacy. In order to make our argument stand we need to show 
awareness of those constraints, and our ability to work within them. 
Thus how they act is affected by who they are, and the constraints 
under which they operate. And when they act is obviously affected by 
those constraints, and time of action may well be a factor, particularly 
when trying to prevent humanitarian disaster.  But what does it say 
about what they do, and to whom? Those are both practical and 
political considerations, as we consider the make-up of forces, &c. but 
we risk straying from the point if we try to cover every small detail. As 
we shall see next, in the detail is where the devil lurks. 
 
 
 

 



c. The devil is in the details 
 

Meister Eckhart said, ‘God is in the details’. It was an idea that he had 
learned from Buddhist philosophy, and incorporated into his Judaeo-
Christian thinking. The idea is that the wonder of nature, of creation 
itself lies not in the vastness and scope of it, not in the might and 
majesty of the mountains and oceans, but in the smallest detail, the 
intricacies of the fly’s wing, its body, its eye. Here, asserted the 
Meister, was where we should look for evidence of the divine power 
behind all, the creative force of the Creator. I do not intend to engage 
in a theological argument against Meister Eckhart here, but simply to 
use his aphorism to show the dangers for debaters in focussing too 
much on the minutiae and not enough on the bigger picture. 
 
As we have discussed, there is no one perfect model or agent for any 
action; we cannot, nor should we, attempt to identify the panacea, 
and doing so will only lead us into difficulty.  What we do need to is 
pick a suitable agent, and be able to justify that choice, but only as a 
means of getting to the more important argument – that of ‘why?’ It is 
easy for debaters to forget this, particularly when models are attacked 
and demolished so comprehensively at times; it can lead us to the 
position that we must try to identify all possible objections, and 
eliminate them where possible.  
 
As shown above, when shifting choice of agent to attempt this, we 
often can eliminate some objections, whilst at the same time creating 
new. There is little benefit therefore in spending most of the 
preparation time in going through in detail all the pros and cons of a 
particular agent as compared to another; we run the risk of forgetting 
about any justification for our action at all. Again, we should also not 
be thinking through our policy in such minute detail that all angles 
are covered: who the agent is, what they will do at each stage of the 
policy, what will happen if things go wrong, how they will respond to 
this type of resistance, what the policy will be for dealing with 
innocent civilians, civilian insurgents, non-uniformed combatants and 
the like. We will waste all our preparation time thinking of every 
eventuality, so that we can prepare a response to it, and we will likely 
include those responses unnecessarily when outlining our model, in 
an effort to prevent interjections through points of information, or 
equally to pre-empt substantive lines of attack. 
 
The debate then quickly becomes one about the feasibility and 
nothing else of the model; in BP format, this means all the principled 
arguments are left for the lower House, and the opening teams are 
left behind. In two team formats, it just makes for a dull mechanistic 
debate, with neither side making the principled (and usually more 
meaty) arguments. Either way, the debate will not be fun. 
  

 

 



3. Stakeholders 
 

a. Primary, secondary and tertiary stakeholders 
 

Stakeholders are those people who will be affected by a particular 
model or policy, and therefore need to be considered when we are 
formulating our policy choice, and choosing our agent. We need to 
identify who they are, how they will be affected, and if possible, the 
likely reaction or outcome of that effect. 
 
But we need to be aware that whatever our policy or action , it will 
have some effect on all people within a given society, however 
tangential that effect appears to be. We do not have time to talk 
about all effects on all people, but we should nevertheless consider 
those actions that always have more direct impact on wider groups 
than others. 
 
Where the policy is specific to a particular group, this group might be 
termed primary stakeholders; that is, they are more affected, more 
directly affected, for a longer time, in a greater way, than any other 
person we can identify. They are obviously, then, the most important 
people to consider, as they should be the group we are trying to 
benefit most (with social policy) or target most effectively (with an 
invasion), and our ability to argue that the effect will be as we 
describe will affect not only the perception of the efficacy of the 
model, and the legitimacy of our choice of agent, but also our 
principled justifications for doing so.  
 
It is unlikely however, that any policy will only affect one group in 
isolation. There is often a correlative group, which is harmed as 
another is benefited (or vice versa). These then are our secondary 
stakeholders, and may (despite the name) be as important to discuss 
as our first group. An example of this is where government money 
currently directed at a specific group (young mothers, for example) 
needs to be diverted to an entirely unrelated group (new migrants); it 
is not enough to talk about why giving money or support to new 
migrants is a good thing, we also need to provide correlative 
arguments that the young mothers do not need, or deserve, the 
money as much. If it is the same money we are talking about, and it is 
a ‘zero sum’ equation (what we give to one, we take, or withhold, 
from another), it is imperative to complete both sides of the 
argument in order to make our position as strong as possible. 
 
This is not the only interpretation of secondary stakeholders, though. 
There may well be two distinct groups we can identify, both affected 
to a significant degree but in different ways. We might term one as 
primary, and the other as secondary, without necessarily assuming  
 

 

 



that one group is more relevant than the other. Consider a policy that 
requires students to pay for their university education (whether 
through loans, graduate tax, or whatever mechanism): this clearly 
affects those who are or who wish to become students, but may have 
equal, albeit, different effect on the universities and academic staff. 
We might give students the label of primary stakeholder, simply 
because they are who comes to mind first, and we might think at first 
that the impact on academic staff, research assistants, and others, is 
not as immediate, but a brief consideration of the issues reveals them 
to be impacted to as great a degree, albeit in different ways. 
 
Tertiary stakeholders are those who are affected by policy, but are 
‘once removed’ from that policy. We would, in a debate about 
university education funding, need to consider the effects of our 
policy on students, academic staff, and also on parents of those 
students, on employers and business who recruit from university 
graduates, on neighbouring countries who may have different 
policies (as was the case in the UK, where English universities 
introduced top-up fees, but their Scottish counterparts did not. This 
massively increased the number of applications from English students 
to Scottish universities, whilst at the same time giving English 
universities comparative advantage in terms of funding. This then 
created the conditions for academics in Scotland to look to those 
universities in the north of England as alternative employers, and a 
potential ‘brain drain’, which had its own impact upon the students in 
Scotland). Although the other schools cannot be said in any way to be 
primary, or even secondary stakeholders, they are clearly affected by 
the policy, and have an affect of their own, so that those who benefit 
from the policy may in fact be harmed by other aspects of it. 
 
We can continue down the list of who is affected, how, and to what 
degree almost ad infinitum. At each stage, we need to consider what 
impact we have upon them, what the reaction to such an impact 
might be, and what further impact they will have on others above and 
below them in our list. Only then can we be certain that we have 
given due consideration to each group, and have evaluated the 
potential impact, both positive and negative, of our policy overall. 
 
   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



b. Everyone is affected by everything 
 

When considering our stakeholders, we should be aware that due to 
the nature of modern society, almost everyone is impacted on some 
level by actions of Government. There is no one single individual 
living outside the State to such a degree that policies have no touch 
upon them, that we can ignore completely whether our policy affects 
them. This is usually noticeable by considering the game (or theory) 
of ‘six degrees of separation’, the idea that everyone can be linked to 
everyone else in six ‘steps’ through other acquaintances. Numerous 
efforts to prove this true, including random mailings of incorrectly 
addressed letters, have been attempted, but what interests us here is 
not the validity of the theory, but the idea behind it. Each stakeholder 
that we can identify is connected to another person in some way, and 
by virtue of that connection, this other person is also affected by our 
policy, not directly, perhaps even imperceptibly, but the effect is 
there. 
 
Let us consider again the stakeholders we have identified for our 
debate about university fees. Clearly, we need to talk about students, 
the universities themselves and their academic staff. We have also 
mentioned the need to consider the impact on parents (who might 
be asked to find the money), on schools in neighbouring jurisdictions 
and on businesses who recruit from the pool of graduates. But if 
those businesses are affected, who else will be affected in turn? Those 
businesses’ customers, anyone who uses the services and products of 
those companies, the employees of those businesses, and their 
families… the list goes on through all possible connections until we 
have touched upon literally everybody. 
 
But it should be obvious that we do not have the time to talk about all 
those groups individually, to outline exactly how they are affected, 
and why this impact needs to be considered. What we need then is 
some form of metric by which we can rate the importance of an 
impact on a particular group, so that those outside our primary and 
secondary groups, but who nevertheless are a significant stakeholder 
group, can be given the consideration they deserve.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 



c. Involuntary, irreversible harm, and the numbers game 
 

When we consider an impact upon a particular group (and it is usually 
negative impact that we are considering) we need to think about how 
many people are affected, to begin with. The more people that are 
affected, the more important it becomes to consider that effect when 
presenting our argument. Often, though, the greatest number 
affected will also be those most directly affected (our primary 
stakeholders) and so should have featured prominently in our initial 
thoughts about our case. Occasionally though, a greater number will 
be affected as secondary or even tertiary stakeholders, and we should 
balance their number against the degree of separation of the impact 
to assess their importance overall. If the impact is almost as great, and 
the number slightly more than that for primary stakeholders, where 
should we place them? Above, below, or on a par with those primary 
stakeholders? There is no one right answer for this; it is a question of 
judgment that in the end is a personal one. Once we have made the 
decision that this group is in fact more important, though, our job is 
to persuade others that such is the case. 
 
Just playing the numbers game is not enough, though. The degree(s) 
of separation matter(s), as it would be absurd to talk about the 
potential impact on taxpayers of a certain policy (huge in number) if 
that effect is of the nature of a small sum of money per person or 
household. Generally speaking, the degree of impact, and the nature 
of the impact will always be more important than just increased 
numbers; in order to argue otherwise, we would need to a lot of 
groundwork teasing out further implications of the impact, that touch 
on other aspects of it, such as whether the harm is irreversible, or 
involuntary.  
 
When the harm caused is irreversible, or tends towards irreversibility 
the longer it continues unaddressed, the more important it is to deal 
with the harm, and quickly. This may then promote a group of 
stakeholders in importance. Similarly, when the nature of the harm 
caused is involuntary, this again increases that harm. [The moral 
philosopher Peter Singer estimates that involuntary harm is always 
10000 times worse – a suspiciously round number, but a useful 
indicator, nonetheless.] Whatever number we use, it should be clear 
that those who do not choose to risk a harm, if they then suffer it, are 
affected to a greater degree, and are perhaps more deserving of 
attention. By considering factors such as the nature of the harm, 
whether the risk is voluntary or not, and how irreversible the harm is, 
as well as the  numbers affected, we can be sure that correct 
consideration is given to all the groups concerned, and our 
arguments will be focused and targeted to address these individuals’ 
needs. 
 
 

 


