
In debate there is general

agreement that competitors and

judges need a way to weigh and

compare values.  One defend-

able method is to offer a crite-

ria and/or hierarchy for the

judge to use in selecting between

competing values.  The purpose

of this article is fourfold:  to de-

fine what a criteria and hierar-

chy are, to see why they should

be used, add some suggestions

on how to use them, and identify

limits and weaknesses in using

these tools.

 WHAT ARE THEY?

Are criteria and hierar-

chies synonyms?  Some impres-

sive sources say no.  The CDE

Lincoln Douglas Dictionary (1)

says a criteria is “a method of

evaluating...when a value(s) is

achieved”, while a hierarchy is

“the arrangement of values in a

comparative order”.  The Ency-

clopedia of Philosophy (2) com-

pares a criteria to epistemology.

Dr. Colbert (3) writes “The stock

issue of value criterion consists

of defining terms in the resolu-

tion that imply value dimen-

sions”.

But most debaters treat the

two concepts as nonconcentric

but significantly overlapping

concepts.  The basis for such an

assumption is based on common

sources and word usage.

Webster's Unabridged Dictio-

nary (4), for example, defines

criterion as “a standard of judg-

ment may be formed”.  And it de-

fines hierarchy as “things ar-

ranged in order of rank, grade,

class”.

In real life hierarchies and

criterion often exist and are

used to avoid arguments and

resolve everyday problems (5).

It is an accepted tool we use to

settle or avoid a conflict.

Some philosophers (6) see

consequences as the determi-

nant of the criteria.  Others (7)

focus on prioritizing human

needs as the key to a value hier-

archy.  But Prof. Ulrich (8) iden-

tifies the most commonly basis

for the criteria used today:

“There are four dominant phi-

losophies of value debate that

have emerged in recent years.

The first view suggests that any

evaluation of values should be

based on current social values.

The second view, drawing from

Zarefsky’s work on hypothesis

testing, suggests that presump-

tion is always against the value

implied by the resolution.  The

third view suggests that the val-

ues of the individual judge

should be presumed to be valid

until a reason is given to discard

those values.  The final ap-

proach, drawn from the Utilitar-

ian philosophers, assumes that

the value that promotes the

greatest good for the greatest

number of people should be pro-

moted.”

 WHY ARE THEY USED?

Debating philosophy is

very challenging.  It is easy to be

shallow, partially because you

do not realize how much deeper

true inquiry need go.  As

Shakespeare wrote in Troilus

and Cressida:

You have both said well;

And on the cause and

 question now in hand

Have gloz'd but superfi-

cially; not much

Unlike young men, whom

 Aristotle thought

Unfit to hear moral

ph i losophy.

Criteria and hierachies are

tools that move us one step

closer to understanding the

needs of strong quality choice
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and clash in comparing values.

Debate exists primarily as

a competitive activity.  That im-

plies a winner and loser will

emerge from each “round” or

confrontation.  To determine

the winner in a value debate of-

ten means that the judge will

want to decide which value(s)

is/are more important than

other values.  Selecting the cru-

cial value(s) is a crucial but of-

ten preliminary step.  As Ayn

Rand (9) tells us: "'Value' is that

which one acts to gain and/or

keep.  The concept ‘value’ is not

primary; it presupposes an an-

swer to the question:  of value

to whom and for what?”

Every debater decides, con-

sciously or unintentionally, on

one or more methods to try to

convince the judge that the

value(s) s/he is advocating are

the most important.  Thus every

round has an implied or openly

enunciated criteria and/or hier-

archy.  In many rounds each side

presents a different and often

conflicting criteria and/or hier-

archy.  The assumption is that

whichever side predominates in

the criteria/hierarchy battle

will set the framework that the

judge will use to determine

which value(s) deserves the

critics support.

When different values ex-

ist each debater strives to

clarify (10) why his or her value

is most important.  The criteria

each debater supports can thus

become a secondary decision

rule (11), a way the judge uses to

rule which value is most impor-

tant in that particular debate.

There are at least two de-

fendable assumptions that un-

derlie this position.  First is the

claim that hierarchies resolve

moral conflicts, that ranking

values is essential to resolving

conflict (12).  Second is the claim

that clash and decisions should



focus on the highest value, that

the highest value should be the

focus of the debate (13).

HOW ARE THEY USED?

Since a criterion is used to

evaluate and compare values it

is almost always presented be-

fore the value is identified.  This

allows the speaker to explain

the application of the criterion

or hierarchy to the value imme-

diately after the value is labeled

and/or described.

The hierarchy itself is not

a voting issue (14), rather it is a

tool the judge uses to select be-

tween competing values.  The

criterion is not the goal, the

value is the goal (15),  and when

there are competing goals the

criterion tells the critic how to

select between them.  As every

debater knows there may be

more than one defendable crite-

rion for the same state of affairs

(16), therefore the advocates

duty is to identify and defend

his or her choice of criterion.

Successful competitors con-

sider at least three factors and

techniques in selecting criteria

and values.  Doug Fraleigh (17)

identifies the first, the impor-

tance of evidence in establish-

ing  value hierarchies.  He notes

that evidence used to rank val-

ues usually takes one of three

forms:  [1] evidence that directly

compares conflicting values, [2]

evidence stating that one value

is a precondition for another,

and/or [3] evidence that sup-

ports or denies the importance

of a value.  Clarity of presenta-

tion and logic enhance the effec-

tiveness of evidence usage.

The second factor is strate-

gic.  Selecting a positive goal,

value, or criterion is almost al-

ways more effective that select-

ing negative or avoidance goals

or criterion (18); making one

value seem more significant

than another is a similarly suc-

cessful strategem.

The third factor is the most

challenging.  The debater must

consider all the options avail-

able in selecting the best crite-

rion and/or hierarchy.  Too of-

ten debaters choose a criterion

simply because it has worked

before on a different topic, and/

or because s/he knows the cri-

terion and does not want to take

the time to find a new, albeit

better, option.  As Douglas Den

Uhl (19) reminds us “Rationality

and choice are thus not two

separate faculties, but rather

distinct aspects of the same cog-

nitive contact with the world.”

The best debaters will familiar-

ize themselves with a very large

number of possible choices, of

possible hierarchy options.  Ev-

ery philosophical system at-

tempts to tell us what is good

and bad, what is desirable and

what is less desirable.  Therefore

EVERY philosophy offers the

debater a potential criteria and

hierarchy (20).

To learn different criterion

there is no substitute for read-

ing.  A preliminary look at L/D

and value debate texts that in-

clude sections on value compari-

son and hierachies, such as Lin-

coln Douglas:  The Text (21) and/

or Debating Value Resolutions

(22),  is a good start.  This must

be followed, however, by exten-

sive reading and understanding

of a wide variety of schools of

philosophy.  Common philoso-

phers (Kant, Mill, Hobbes,

Locke), recent philosophers

(Rawls, Rand, Adler, Kohlberg),

common ideas (categorical im-

perative, utilitarianism), and

uncommon philosophical ideas

must not just be read but under-

stood.  Deontology, teleology,

and The Encyclopedia of Phi-

losophy must become your close

f r iends .

The debater’s view of phi-

losophy, criterion and hierar-

chies must not be constrained.

Religious dogma is almost never

used but offers significant crite-

rion potential (23).  Economic

choice is often overlooked, yet

economic theorists and authors

have long offered us some in-

triguing and different value cri-

terion (24).  Asian philosophy,

lesser known female philoso-

phers, and other regrettably ob-

scure genres offer almost limit-

less potential.

The best criterion or hierar-

chy can be the dominant deci-

sion event in any debate.  Hav-

ing it in the case does not mean

the debater will use it well.  Not

including one removes half the

bullets from the duelist’s gun.

LIMITS AND/OR

WEAKNESSES

While this writer believes

that criteria are essential to ef-

fective value debate there are

limits to its use.  At least five at-

tacks or criticisms can be made

on this tool.

First, the presumption or

belief of the judge may invali-

date the hierarchy or criteria.  A

debater may argue for a posi-

tion based upon moral views so

repugnant to the judge that no

criterion will make any differ-

ence to the judge's view.  Certain

debaters confronting abortion

and religious topics (25) have

encountered this position.  Not

all choices are rational.  It is

even possible to construct de-

bate arguments advocating

and/or using this premise.

Second, a criterion assumes

a choice exists.  But some topics

do not offer moral or ethical

choices.  As Hume notes, we can-

not denote an "ought" from an

"is".  Topics of fact are not ame-

nable to hierarchies.

Third, the debater or lis-

tener may have or offer a value

construction or series of re-

quirements that the criterion

does not meet.  Often one value

stems from or relies on another.

A hierarchy that ignores this

interrelationship is risky.  A

good example is noted by W .H.

Werkmeister (26):  The crucial

act of world-affirmation entails



a whole system of values,"  It is

sometimes possible to offer a

hierarchy that covers all perti-

nent values.  Often the speaker

does not know or have time to

account for all moral and logical

relationships and variables.

Fourth the debater might

argue that there are no univer-

sal hierarchies, that conditions

and/or beliefs so inherently

vary that no valid generaliza-

tions can be made.  One example

of this strategy is known as

"relativism", the claim that as

conditions change so do value

criteria and appropriate hierar-

chies.  You may, as one common

example reminds us, be ethically

opposed to murder.  But this

value can shift or change if a

sadomasachist attempts to burn

and mutilate your child.  Dewey,

for one argues (27) that there is

no one single, fixed, and final

moral good.

A fifth problem is that val-

ues may not always be compa-

rable.  The wording of the topic

may interfere with such com-

parisons.  And it can even be ar-

gued that disagreement over

what constitutes a value invali-

dates any attempts at creating

criteria (28).

Finally, and importantly,

there are other ways to argue

about and compare values (29).

Option one is to argue that the

way the two values clash does

not mean that the judge has to

select one value over another.

Instead the debater tries to

show how sacrificing a small

part of one value assures protec-

tion of the remainder of the

value plus assurance of main-

taining another value too.  Op-

tion two is to turn the tables.

The debater argues that by pro-

moting value X we also promote

values Y and Z because one

value promotes the other.  Op-

tion three is to argue that values

must be considered as pluralis-

tic rather than absolute.  Using

this method the debater de-

scribes why and/or how several

values are equally important

and that no single value is more

important than a combination

of the other values.  So, rather

than saying that one value is

dominant or absolute (i.e. that

hurting or violating this one

value outweighs hurting or vio-

lating any other value) the de-

bater argues that two or more

values are roughly equal in their

importance.  Thus violating one

value is no better or worse than

violating another.  Option four

is to use an emotional appeal

(e.g. talk about massive death,

environmental decay, or any

other "label" that is likely to ex-

tract a predictable, useful emo-

tional response from the judge).
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