Evaluation Criteria

Many arguments involve evaluating something: proposals to solve a problem, or a social custom, a medical practice, an economic strategy, and so on.  This involves establishing criteria your audience can agree are important.  These include Pragmatic, Ethical, Legal, and Aesthetic consideration.

Pragmatic: objective, practical considerations include cost (can we afford it?), efficacy (will it fill our need, solve our problem?), feasibility (will it fit our schedule, resources?)

Ethical: Ethical considerations strive to answer the question “Is it right?”  Obviously, this is harder in a heterogeneous society such as ours that has more than one code of conduct dictated by different religious beliefs, different moral philosophies, different cultural traditions. International disputes often involve discrepancies of this kind.
Legal: This is usually simpler than the ethical considerations, but questions of “Is it legal?” can sometimes conflict based on jurisdiction. (e.g. some states refuse to accept the legality of same-sex marriages, even if the couple was married in a state where it is legal.) Also, strife can arise when some members of society believe that what is legal is not morally right (e.g. killing sharks just for their fins) or that what is banned on moral grounds (e.g. polygamy) should be legal because it IS morally OK.
Aesthetic: Aesthetic considerations involve questions of beauty or pleasure. For example, even consumers who would prefer to buy organic fruit to help protect themselves, farm workers, and honeybees (pragmatic and ethical considerations) from harmful chemicals still want the fruit to look and taste good (aesthetic considerations).

Putting the criteria together:  Imagine that you are planning to open a coffee shop/café and you are trying to decide whether to offer fair trade coffee, regular free trade coffee, or both.  Below are considerations you might have categorized according to the four kinds of criteria.

· Pragmatic:  Can/ our customers pay more for it (usually it is more expensive)? Can we find a reliable supply? Will having fair trade coffee attract more customers?
· Ethical: Because my religious/ethical system forbids my profiting from other people’s suffering, does that mean I have to buy only fair trade?  
· Legal:  Free trade coffee is legal, so does that mean it’s ethically OK for me to buy it? Might it contain pesticides that are legal in Kenya but not in the US?

· Aesthetic: Does fair trade coffee taste as good as (or better than) free trade coffee?  Is there a good variety of flavors? 

