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John N. Martin * 

Us,in,g concerb from abstract a.lgehra and lYP(~ theory. 1 analyl.;': the &tructural pre· 

supposHions of any ho,lislic ethical theory. This study is motivated by such re('cHI 

holistje thc(rrici; in environmental ethics at' /\ldo L,copolcl's land ethic, J:i1nes E. 

L-,ovelock .~; Galii hypothesis. Arne l\iiles~' deep ecology, and varit)l)~; aesthetic ethics 
of the ';ublirnc. 1 also djscuss tl'l(: holistic and lype t:h~;oretjc (L~;,~;~j[nplium~ of sDch 

.standard ethical theories as hedonism, natural rjghls thenry, ulilitaria.nbrn, RilWls' 

difference principle" and fasclsHL 1 argut fh~H although lhere arc ~:,ever;)j >::,'omrnon 

senses ofpart··wholc in cthkn.llheory, the central sense of holism in t;.thic.'; that of a 
theory that defines its ke~\, rnoral Idea as an cl'nergcnt group property grounded in rhe 

relational properties cd' its individual constituents. I-Jcdonisrn and KantianL>,;m do no~ 

count as holistic In this sense. Nawral rights theory does in <! degenerate way. 
tJtllitarianisl11 and varIous environmental ethics are paradigm cxarnples. 1 pnint nut a'~ 

~j general structural. \..veaknc~,s of enV!1'()rmlcnt.al tlCdisti(' lheorles thaI Ulcir fil'sl··nrder 

grounding in nonmlwaJ \!ocabulary lrr pn~c]udc an explanation uf Inany moral 

intuitIons abou[ human ethIcs 

I. INTRODUCTI()!\I 

AIda Leopold's land ethic, the Gaia hypothesi:" and deep ecology are ex~ 

amples of approaches now conunon in envil'onrllcntal ethics that ernbrace holism 
as a key principle. I In this paper J propose 10 explore the genera! features of the:;e 
and more familiar ethical theories that employ holIstic concepts. Being es~ 

sentially a concept of order, holism invites in terrns of universal algebra 
and type theory. By focusing on the rather abstract assumptions theones make 
aboLll the structure of their subject matter, I sketch a classification scherne fOl 
Inoral theories that I think places traditional theories in some new Iight and at the 
same tiIne lays bare some difficultlcs the ncwer forrns of holisrn. 

*[)cp:ntme.nt of PhIlosophy, Univensity of (:incinnati, C:incmnati, OH 4522.1·fU74, tv1."1rlltl :1 
logic'ian 'wi(h a special interest in (~Jlvironrm;ntal erhics. In ;Iddition ro articles on 'Inc! \~~['l\'lron 

menta] ethics, he IS the author of Elcmenls olFo/lf/a/ ,)'emollrics (Nev,;' York: r>,\.'~~s, 19ifl:1 

and was for many y(~ars the honk reviL'\v editlJr (If this 
J .lV1uch has been \vritten on these closely rel.ated i(ka,~j. the origlnal :~tat'ement (If the land d'hic 

see Aldo L.topold, A ,I)'and ('mUl/Y AlmWNl(' and Sketches lh're (Jild There (NeVi "York. ()xJord 
lJniversity Press, 1(49). 1-::or the Gaia hypothesis, sec Jurnes Lovelock, Gaia: A }\'l"H' Loo/( m on 
Earth (Nl:W York; O.xJord University Pres" 1979), lind "Ga,a: 'l"he World a, " Liv,ng vri?,"''''i'''. 
NeVI} S.cil:'ntisl 112, fi(L i5:~9 (198()): 25···28. The tenn U'C{'j! ecology conies frorn Anw Naes;:" "The 
Sh.allow and the Deep, Long·"RiJ:ngc Ecology J\.1ovenH'.7nts: A Sutnm"lfYI .''' 16 (fln.·~I,L 95·"-JOn,, 
See also "A Defence of the }OJeep, ECCl·logy Moveml~nt," Envirormlenii.'11 6 (19~;.L!}: '~~65·--70 

:' I.' 
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Because the understanding I am seeking is what might be called structural or 
perhaps mathematical in a broad sense of the term, it is different from that sought 
in many discussions of ethical theory. Rather than refining a particular approach 
to deal with the subtleties of moral situations, I shall be rather grossly abstract .. 

simplifying theories so as to reveal their erudest assumptions about struc
ture. Rather than trying to produce a single more or less ailiight theory, I ani 
seeking an overview of theory types that provides some understanding of the 
goals and difficulties typical of each. 

II. PRELIMINARIES FROM TYPE THEORY 

The background ideas from abstract algebra that I employ derive from 
rudimemary type theory. The motivation fl.)r studying "types'" arises from the fact 
that theories often impose type restrictions on their concepts. It is not uncommon 
to find a theory explicitly restricting the meaningful application of predicates, 
constants, and functors to universes of a specified kind. In the various sciences, 
for example, numerical expression may be required to stand for numbers, and 
physical vocabulary Inay be restricted to physical objects of cel1ain sorts. The 
restriction to types is more interesting when the types thernselves exhibit struc·· 
tura.! properties among themselves. Sometimes, for example, they are organized 
by an ordering relation intended to capture some notion of type composition. 
Entities from one type "compose" entities of the next higher type. In addition, 
the entities on a given level-·-within a single type-···rnay themselves fall into 
specified sets or stand in specified relations. The types discussed later exllibil 
both sorts of stnlcture. 

Let us begin with some of the basic model theoretic assumptions I ernploy 
about theories. 2 It suffices for my purposes to think of a theory as a linguistic 
entity. as a set of sentences in a prescribed vocabulary. These are the sentences 
that are intended to be true in the theory. I call them the theory's laws. Laws, in 
this usage, embrace a theory's theorems as wel! as its axioms. By a model for a 
theory I mean the usual notion of a dornain and an assignment of interpretations 
or extensions on this domain to the descriptive vocabulary of the theory that 
make the sentences of the theory true according to the usual definition of truth. 
Constants are individuals in the (\(,main of the model, functors are 
assigned operations on the domain, and predicates are assigned sets and relations 
over the domain. The set of acceptable or intended models for the Inay be 
further constrained by postulating in the metalanguage a series of conditions on 
models. In particular, a theory is said to posit a type structure if there is sornc set 

") Although self-contained and inforrnal, the discussion ass-un"les a fanliJiarily wi,th the hasic 
concepts of firsl··()fder model lheory. 
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of monadic predicates (which I refer to as the rvpe of the theory) and 
some binary predicate (tbe theory's ranking predicate) such that in a11 ac(:q',(al,[e 
models for the themy tbe extensions of type predicates are required to be 
mutually disjointed and to collectively exhaust the dornain In addition, the 
ranking predicate is required to have as its ex.tension icJ relation thai nn""','.",,,, 
the types into a linear ordeL 1 call the ei(tension of any type predicate P the type 
determined by P, The choice of type and ranking predi.cates used in Illte theory 
and the prc>·analytical conceptual contenr thaI these expressions arc intended to 
capture vades from theory to theory, but we rnay under:,tand "x y" as saying 
in the metalanguage that, I,ll the type structure unckr discussion, x and yare in 
neighboring types and x enters into the cornposiliol1 of y in the releva,nt rnanneL 
To say that « is a linear ordning in this context means that its transitive 
closure is reflexive, trallsiti ve, antisymrnetric, and complete ,. By a type ! 
mean any theory for which there is given typc stnlclurc to which the tlleory's 
set of acceptable models is required (0 conform, 

Some of the type theories I diseuss exhibit additional structure and require that 
in every acceptable model the extensions or one or more of the type predicates 
must have some intemal structure. Although this structure rnay consist of any 
kind of prescribed classification and relational organization .. two sorts of internal 
structur<;~ arc important in this discussion, The first involves using a type as the 
"significance range'" of a predicate in the sense: that it i,c, part of the intend,ed 
interpretation of the theory that the predicate meaningfully apply only 10 entities 
of that type. This restriction is aceornplished by building Inlo the definition (,j an 
acceptable model the constrmnt that the extension of d tenn lnust fall 
within the extension of a given type predicate, Constraints of thIS sort allow tbe 
vocabulary of the theory to be partitioned into "subject matters." cach Ol which 
takes its interpretations vV'ithin a particular type. Indced, in a language with 
descriptive terms constrained to types, l.he type predIcates may be viewc-d as 
sortals and the language construed as a many-sorted logic:,] A second type of 
internal type structure that is of sorne importance consIsts of relations 
within the type. Unlike the composition relation that provides i.I 

ordering for entities from distinct "signJflCanCe ranges," orderings within a type 
allow for the ordering of entities within a son, !'or any type !' within a 
type theory, the type determined by P is ramified if there is SOlne binary 
predicate of the theory (a rami(ying predicate for P) which has the property such 
that, in all acceptable models for the theory, the ramifying stands for an 

J For the purpose,s here. we need not decide \~'hal happen~, to the truth value (1f simple sen\ence-s 
that appJy a predicate tn an entity falling outside its "significance .. In classical k)gic such 
sentences normally lire treated as false and thCII negations as trlle nmH:lassical SemanllcS, 
however, there arc: various trcatrnents consistent v.;ith the (!J:;cu,Ssion here thilI allow bO-l.h to be ncillu,'j' 
lrue nor false. 
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ordering relation ::0:: on the extension of P. To count as an ordering, ,<; must 
exhibit. at a minimum. the properties of reflexivity and transitivIty. Again, the 
choice of predicates for ramifying n:Jations vary from theory to theory and even 
perhaps from type to type within a theory. Nevertheless, "x ,E; v" can be 
understood abstractly as saying in the rnetalanguage, relative to some typc and 
sense of order posited in the theory for thaI type, that x and v are in that type and 
that either x comes cartier than y or is of equal rank to )'. In some cases it is also 
required that there exist a highest elemcnt in the ramifying ordering within the 
extension of a type predicate. and that the vocabulary of the theory contain a 
constant referring to it. Let the supremum of ill type T be thaI element of T 
which all elements of T bear s to it. but which docs not itself bear to anything 
in T other than itself. Only some ot' the ordering relations discussed below have a 
supremum in this sensc. 

With just this amount of theory It IS possible to identity several senses in whieh 
something may be a "whole" within a type structurc. If x < y. then the theory 
posits an intended sense of whole in terms of which y is a whole that contains x. 

Similarly. if a type is ramified by some relation ::0::, and if that relarion itsdf is 
intended to capture the conceptual content of some part-whole relation, then x 
y means that v is a whole relative to x in that sense. Sirnilarly, any supremum of 
~:;, if there is one, is an ultimate whole. 

Because the theorics I discuss are in part ethical, 1 also assume that we ean 
distinguish ethical from other sorts of theories and that we can do so by reference 
to lheir vocabularies. 1 assume thal there is a stock of traditional philosophical 
and scientific terms and that it is the incorporation of these traditional tenns (or 
their formal proxies) into a theory that allows us to detcrmine the subject matter 
of the theory. We can tell tbat a theory is ethical because it is formulated at least 
in part in traditional ethical vocabulary. Similarly, a physical theory is one that 
employs traditional terminology fmrn physics. and an ecological is one 
that uses terms from ecology. A semantic constraint on any theory, then. is that it 
ernploys its terms in a manner guided by traditl<.mal usage. Very rough/v, the 
intellectual goals of science include defining a vocabulary composed of the 
descriptive terms from its scientific tradition. singling out a set of sentences as 
the body of truths of the theory. and fonTlL1lJting conditions for a plausible set of 
acceptable rnodels for these sentences. One conceptual constraiut on sllccessfully 
accomplishing these goals is that the propositions slHJllld be, at least in large 
mcasure, conceptually plausible. That is, the laws of the theory must be phrased 
in a way that is compatible with pre-aIlalytic scientific llsage. One descriptive 
constraint is that the set of acceptable tllode!s of the theory should be fair 
approximations of some pan of the actual world and its possible variants. 'rha! is. 
its laws sbould have as their acceptable rnodels a ,et whieh is a Llir approxima 

tion of the set of natural possibilities for tbat part of nature under investigation. 
Though highly abst.ract, this picture of scientific theories is familiar and is 
sufficient for rny purpose, here. 
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In addition, this picture applies well enough to ethics In my discussion below, 
assume that it is correct to view ethics as a theoretical to 

codify our reflective moral intuitions. 'The goals of an ethics, on tIllS view, are 
similar to those of any other science. 'fhey consist of an alkmpt to define, hrst, 
the set of sentences that make up tbe theory and, second, the set of ac(:erJtal')!c 
models for this set. Ethical the(Jries, especially those dealing with environmental 
i"mes, often mix moral concepts with those IIIore appropriately studied in one of 
the special sdences, Viewed In Ihis way, etllical thcories c;an h,:, understood as 
developments or extensions of selcntilk theories. The etllical pari consists of 
those sentences cornposed at least in pm"l from the moral terms mtrodueed I'rom 
traditional ethics (the theory's moral laws). The non-ethical pari the 
theory before it is extended the inclusion of Inoral tcrrns, It consists of those 
sentences formulated soleiy in the tenns of a non-moral vocabulary, 'rhc 
non-ethical fragrllent can be evaluated m; any special SCICWT 'I'he combined 
theory, in addition., has to confonn to mora! intuition (Of cour:;c, sUlne in" 
tuitions themselves might be rejeeted if the theory is in other ways ideal.) 'rhe 
phrasing of the rnoral laws have to be conceptually plausible in t.hat it should 
conform to traditional usage, Moreover, the set of acceptable mod· 
cis have to approximate what we intuitivel,y accept as ethically jJ()ssiblc. That 
all acceptable models for the theory have to assign truth value" to ethical 
judgments and to contingent factual statements in a way that matches ethical 
intuition. It counts against a if there an acceptable rnodel thai 
truth values to sentences sketching background circumstances that also assigned 
truth values to ethical sentences in a ,vay that c(mfliets with our moral intuition" 
about what mora.! judgments should be made i.ll ,';uch circurnstance'" 

Because it is customary to of ethical theory as analyzing moral proper 
ties, for tbe purposes of thiS paper, a theory PO,l'Its II propertv P if P is a concept 
from traditional scienc(: or ethics and if the theory has a ternl Ihat is 
intended to express P as its conceptual content. If the property is non·measur.. 
able, it is usuajJy represented in thc theory by a predicate, If il is n1.easurable, rt 

rnight be represented by a functor interpreted by an theit 
numerical value 10 objects of the type. 

III S!J'vlPLF I'YPE~ TIH:-:ORIES 

[t is typical of elhical to posit a rnoral UIHverse, by Ivhich ! mean a set of 
individuals, actions, or events within which rnoral are interpreted, 
and arnong which moral comparisons are rncaningfuL Front the perspective of 
type theory, the SilTlplest m()l'fl! theory IS one that attributes the least type 
strucfllre possible 10 the moral universe, Such a case is a degenerate one, from 

the perspective of its algehraic structure, in which the type structure consists of a 
single unramiCied type, A single unnnnilied c!om;un of this ~;()r( appropriate for 

m(,ral theory that allows the moral nmge all enwies in the 
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domain, and which does not posit any relevant moral ordering among thern. 
A good example of this sort of theory is an unadorned version of hedonism. 

Let us posit a single moral property of pleasure that applies to actions or events. 
In this theory an entity is morally good if and only if it gives pleasure. No 
pleasurable act is intrinsically preferable to any other, and the only structural 
feature of the theory consists of the binary division of the moral universe into the 
good and the bad. A stark version of eudaimonisrn might be similarly sketched. 

This theory can be made more complex by introducing degrees or kinds of 
pleasure. Before doing so, however. there is an ethically relevant struclUral issue 
present even in the simplest theory: whether the moral property in question is 
freely available. Let us define a very weak notion of scarcity and say that. 
relative to a theory, a property ranging over type J' is scarce if and only if the 
extension of the property does not exhaust T in any intended model for the 
theory. Thus, a scarce property is one that in principle can never be had by all. 
Some may even count in favor of a theory the fact that it avoids scarcity, that in 
some sense it allows for the possibility of universal virtue. However. given that 
some pleasures consist in giving pain, hedonism probably ought to posit a 
built-in moral scarcity: in a plausible versioll of the tbeory, the definition of the 
theory's acceptable type structure should ineorporat(~ a restriction of scarcity for 
the pleasure predicate. In this regard hedonism and stnlcturally similar versions 
of eudaimonism contrast with theories that, though structurally sirnple, in·· 
tentionally preclude scarcity. Such theories include claSSICal liberalisrn and 
Kantianisll1. 

In its barest form liberalism may be understood as positing a universe of 
actions, some of which are in accordance with natural rights and some of which 
are not. A classical postulate of the theory, one that is essentially structural, 
requires that it be possible for everyone to act in a manner so as not to violate 
anyone's rights. Similarly, a Kantian would probably grant that it sbould be 
possible for everyone to act so as not to treat anyone as a means rather than an 
end. Likewise, a Christian finds no conceptual problem in everyone loving one 
another. 

Tn "lack of scarcity" we have found an example of the sort of thing I arn 
seeking, It is a theoretical feature, interesting and perhaps desirable, that is 
abstractly definable in tenns of the general structural properties of a theory's type 
structure. Moreover, it is definable in a type structure of the simplest sort. I do 
not mean to say that this particnlar property is particularly important in fhe 
overall evaluation of competing theories, but il does suggest that il is worthwhile 
to hunt for this SOli of feature in richer type theoretic contexts. 

IV. SINGLE TYPE RAMIFIED THEORIES 

Some theories posit essentially a moral universe within which moral 
terms are interpreted, but in a way that attributes to the entiries withm this do
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mall1 some important relational structure. Perhaps the simpb:t "vay this is done 
in ethical t.heory is by introduc.ing mont! In so'ne accounts. it is 
important 10 know not only whether an entity hi.l!s under moral property. but 
also the moral rallk of the entity 

Hedonistic theories that discriminate among pleasure,: arc of this sort. Pleasur·· 
able acts arc organized into kinds and a ranking is imposed upon them so that an 
act II ii"om onc kind may be inferior to an act n li'om another kind" For sirnplieity 
lt~t us aSSllme thai a consisll:nt scheme of this sort is pe'ssible and that. for 
example, an action is pleasant becmJse it pleases Jones regard]e':s of its effect on 
Smith. In the term.ino!ogy of type theory" the rnora) theory posits as ils moral 

universe a single type of action together with a set of I"""'""'''''' 
actions and a rarnifying onknng relatIOn on the type as a whole, A is morally 
preferable to B, if A is pleasant and R is not. or in the case in wInch hoth arc 
pleasant, if 13 A, 

An intuitively different but very simi lar sort of theory is found in 
environmental ethics, The theories 1have in rnind arc guided by the i!llllJtto" thai 
it is sometimes wrong to harm animals and plants even when doing so has no 
affect on humans. Typically tbe moral universe is extended to inchH:1e nonhu· 
mans as well as humans and to spell Ollt a concept of moral intercst that to 
both. Any such account, however, open to ,he objection that 111 cases of 
conflict hurnans often seem to count more than natural objects. '["his problclll IS 

sometimes dealt with by positing a relative moral ImportanCie 
Roughly, the mom human-like an object is, the more its inilerests coun!. SUdl 
theOlies Illay be viewed as positing J single type \)f event tbat j;; structured by a 
subset and an ordering relation. The subset is the extension of a theoretical 
pred.icate intended to capture the property of trtlerests." 
'l'he relation serves as tbe denotation of a predicate expressing the relevant 
property of 11)01'01] priority. (As in the Ci\:";l' or pleasures, I :ini here "abstrnctmg 
from" the facl that what tS ill the interest of onc rnilY be the mlere'it of 

another. ) 
Common to both ramified hedonistic and interest theories is the fealilre that the 

ramifying relation itsel I' has rnora] content. It is intended to unpack a concept of 
moral ranking that enters into the definition of moral 'rhere is, 
however, quite a different sort of ramification ihat is sOlnel:irnes posited in 
cllvironm.ental theories and which has counterparts HI traditional ethies. TillS is 
the ordering of part to whole. L,et us begin With sonlC simple in which 
the part-whole relation is ethically irrelevant. 

One sense of part-whole is set I.n lnditiomd ellllCS -or perhaps It 

is better to think of it as theory·- ·there is a precedent fm introducing set like 
entities to the moral universe on a fool.ing equal to individual hurnam, ane! tor 
ranking these entities by the relation of set membcrship. It is nor ilHplallsihlc 
from the point of view of algebra simply to corpclIiltions with sets, I,el us 
think of a cOlvoration as tbe set 01" cnllti,~s {hilt own siock in it. anti In imitation uJ" 
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legal practice let us expand the rnoraluniverse or individuals to include such sets. 
Corporations may of course own stock lJl other corporations. In such cases, 
moral terms would then be understood as ranging over both sets and individuals 
ill a single type ordered by the membership relation. It would be odd. however. 
to attribute any moral content to the membership relation here. [t certainly cannot 
be claimed to be a moral priority relation. In legal practice. for example. in a suit 
between A and B. it is generally irrelevant whether A owns stock in B. 

A theory that is structurally the satTle is l~)und in environmental ethics. !J is 
sometimes clairned that species have moral rights and irlterests in a manner 
independent or the rights and interests of their members. It is someti.ll1es argued. 
for example, that it is wrong to extenninare a speci.es, such as the snail darter or 
the spotted owl. not because it is wrong to kill its members, nor because loss of 
the species would indirectly hanTl humans. but sirnply because the species as an 
entity has the right to exist.. This view in effect adds species to the rnoral 
universe. By positing a relation 's among the levels of the taxonomic hierarchy, 
we can order this universe much as we did the one made up of individuals and 
corporations. Let x :S y if either x is an individual and y is the lowest taxonomic 
class into which x falls or x is a taxonomic class and y is the next class up in the 
hierarchy that embraces x. Presumably this ordering relation like the one for 
coqJorations is morally irrelevant. 

The part··whole theories we have been discussing may be thought of as 
"holistic" if only in a weak sense. Although they incorporate some notion of 
"whole," the ordering does not bear on moral judgrnents. For rnore robust 
varieties of holism that posit part-whole relations with moral content, we must 
turn to theories tbat postulate fundamentally distinct orders of reality and a 
concept of "the whole" that unifies them. 

V. DUAL TYPE THEORIES: DEGENERATE AND TRIVIAL CASES 

Some theories go beyond the type part-whole theories I have been 
discussing to postulate part-whole relations that fall into distinct each 
of which is accorded its distinctive se! of concepts and vocabulary. Such theories 
are sometimes said to posit different "orders of complexity." In natural SCIence, 
for example, subatomic particles may be discussed as obeying laws written in 
terms of one vocabulary. atoms in a second vocabulary with its own laws. 
molecu!cs in a third. cells and organ systems in a fourth, organisms in a rifth, and 
ecosystems or societies in a sixth. One variety of "reduction" consists then of 
showing that laws about wholes are in some sense equivalent to Jaws governing 
parts. Theones of this sort are very naturally treated as type theories with some 

ordering <: <: holding between entities of neighboring types and with distinct 
vocabularies relativized to types, 
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In ethics there are a number 01' theories of this sort. bur the rnosl huniliar are 
those that distinguish between the individual and Ih<~ social guod. Such thennes 
share, the idea that moral concepts apply to social groups. From the of 
this study. groups may be viewed as "wholes" in a part·whulc rel:llion 
to the individuals that lnake them up. \Vhal nwkes this surt of theory difJercnt 
fronl the single r.ypc theories I sketched earlier is the postulal.ion of iI distinct set 
of rnoral concepts for groups. l';rom the perspective of this study. theories 01 this 
sort rnay be said to posit two distinct .types. a lower or jirsh::Jrder type :lnd 
higher or secomj.··order type, a part-whole relation between their elements, 
and H descriptive vocahulm'y for eaeh type, some rnora.1 lei "'~, ,\i!H,.. h 
have their imerpretations restncted to the type 

TIle silllpiest theory or this sort. in lerms "f de ··;trueturc, OIlC Ihat 
restncts moral Judgments to groups and makes no attempt to relale these laws to 
the properties or tbe individuals that make lip the groups. This SOI'l of accOunt 
may be characterized as one thaI holds thai social Inorality is 
independent of the properties of the llldividuals and individual actions that n;ake 
up For example, it be clairned thai there is ,I notion of social 
interest and that what is socially good depends on whal is in the interest of the 
society as a whole in a manner that is independent of the mter'esls ,Hul e'ther 
features of those that eornpose se;ciety. Some versiom: lascisrr; ,Inc! socl,11 
Darwinism take this form. 

As moral theones, of this Sorl arc in a sense degener:ote cas,,,,, of ('\J:lI 
type theories. What they have to say about morality is of whal tiley 
have tel say about first·order entities inasmuch as the part of the rhccrry thai 
discusses first-order entities may he shaved off vvilholJ! its moral I'm!'·· 
rnenL Indeed. the resulting type theory of social groups e)(;lcl.ly the 
same Inoral laws as its dual type progenitor. 

In contrast to cases of this sort there are also theones lli whll..:!i social dilles ie, 
at least partly "grounded" In features of the individuaL The e xIe nt \vh ich social 
moral judgments be explicated in (ernls of fir~,(order propOSitions 
\:vide'y .. Cro]1l theories thai rncrely admit some relevance of one dom:ltn In tbe 
otber 10 theories thai define second order rnoral In frn;:f..!mkr 
terrl1s. Let liS say thai a theory's second-order moral fnlgmc:nl is 11'I'okl" 

grounded in its first-order if and only if at \cam one of them has some 
bearing on the truths of the other inlile St~ns,' Ihat the two an: not logically 
independent: some contingent sentenccs (i. e., those nol true in all aceeplublt: 
models) written in the vocabulary one entad (in all acceptabk 
models) some contingent sentences wntten l!1 the v(lcJbulary of the 011'1,,:1' trat' 
menl, or vice versa. At the oiher extreme, let Lb :';ay a descnpt.ive lerm in the 
second ..order fragment is grollnded if :md if Ihe contain:·' a "enlel",,:\.: 

explicitly defining it in the vocalnl!c.ry (If jhc first· then. 
tbat the theory's second-l)rdcr fragmcm is 10Ial/\' 01 
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its descriptive moral terms is grounded_ With grounding of either son, let LIS say 
that a theory is muraUv grounded if the grollnding first-order sentences contain 
moral terms_ 

Because it is part of the goal of moral theory to explain moral intuitions, a 
global moral theory should explain the intuitions Vie have about what is and is not 
morally acceptable for the state to do to the individual and what obligations the 
individual has to the state_ That is, it is reasonable to expect that any adequate 
dual level moral theory will contain a large number of propositions relating moral 
ideas at the social level to the individuals, actIOns, or events that make up 
society _ 

Clearly, grounding alone is not a sufficient condition for the adequacy of a 
moral theory, but it does appear to be necessary _Grollndmg does not insure that 
the judgments of the theory match those of intuition; nevertheless, requiring 
weak grounding so that the grounding sentences might be matched to intuition 
seems to be a reasonable minimal condition of adequacy for any acecptable 
second-order moral theory_ No doubt requiling this ground.ing to be total is too 
strong, Explicit definition of every term is a very strong requirement. On the 
other ham1. it is hard to envisage an acceptable theory that does not contain a 
large number of propositions relating the second-order moral concepts to con 
cepts of the first level in intuitively plausible ways_ 

It is pcrhaps too strong and somewhat question begging to require the rninimal 
grounding to be moral and to explicate second -order moral terms using hrst-
order moral terms_ To do so essentially precludes the possibility of certain sorts 
of naturalistic ethtcs _ This much we can say: a theory that is grounded is 
preferable to one that is not inasmuch as it has greater explanatory reach, making 
judgments testable against usage about the relation of second-oreler moral terms 
to first-order ideas_ A theory that is not morally grounded, moreover. takes on 
the extra burden of arguing that first--order nonmoral tenl1s are sufficient for 
characterizing second-order moral ideas_ Without additional first-order moral 
theory, or arguments showing that first-order morality is superfluous, such 
naturalistic accounts leave unexplained issues relaling personal to public tnoraJ
ity_ 

\""hal is implausible for a broad category of tht~ories like fascism may in part 
be put in struclural terms. Being degenerate and ungrounded, they fail to Ineet 
this minimal condition of adequacy _Their closed second-order moralities fail to 
a1ticulate any obligation by the state to the individual, and thereby permit the 
individual to be sacrificed for the stale_ 

There is also a limiting case on tbe opposite extreme lhat trivializcs (in a 
logical sense) any obligation the individual may have to the state. The cases I 
have in mind arc theories in which the group is said to have a moral properly 

precisely when aU its elements individually satisfy some sel of first-order moral 
conditions. Hedonism, for example, may be trivially extended to a second-order 
theory by laying down the principle that a set of individuals is if and only 
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if all the individuals in the gnHJp "xperienee a mini/na! lev(;1 of pleasure 
Likewise, a good Christian regime mighl be defined as one III which all its 
citizens arc good Christians, Indeed, the lack of a developed social ethic in 
relatively primitive rnoraltheories like hedonisln and :mnple-IJlinded Christianity 
may be explillned in part by saying that they do in fact scem to presuppose some 
such trivial extension of value judgments 10 Classical hberalisrll is 
another exarnpIe. A in which each inc!ividlJa] respects the of olhers 
is a good society, and to the classlCiil . there is 1JI01'e to 
be said abOilt social justice or vIrtue. 

In these sorts of theories second"order Illoralludgments are grounded. Indeed, 
the theories incorporate ex.plidt definitions of the socia! virtues in terms of 
first··order properties of individuals. To tell whether the group as a whole is 
"good" it suffices to each of the members of the group individually noting 
its firsl"order tlloral properties. Such theories trlvwfize social ethics in the 
that moral judgments about individuals can be straightforwardly extended 10 

groups by a simple rule, Roughly, some fir:·:[··order condition C' 01' 
mora! acceptability and include among their Jaws a something to 
the effect that the group as a whole is d' and ir all elements of the 
group meet C. Whether such theories are turn. 111 parL Oil whelhcr aU 
social moral judgments can be accounted for some such tri vial pnnciple. 

It should also he rernarked that, mutatis mutandis, ,I type theory of the 
soci,iJ good can likewise be trivially extended to dual type tht'ory of indivldua!s 
and groups by the rule that an ineliyiduai IS "good" if anel onlv If it a of a 
whole that is good, 

VI. DUAl, TYPF: 'l'l-IEORIES AND I:MF'RGENr P!«)PF~RTIES 

EMERGENT PROPF'RI'IES 

Between the two extremes of theories, on thc one hand, anel!riv!al 
extensions of single type Inoral theorics, on the other, there are potentially a WILle 

variety of ways to second-order Inora.! intuitions. However, one i!.cneral 
method ··---or perhaps it should be called (HlC class of approaches --seelTIS (0 

embrace most important theOries of thi" son. Included in Ithis class nol 
traditional utilitarianism, but also Rawls' l.hlTerence prine iple, and such ellvi ron
mentalist theories as deep ecology and the ,~thic::: of the sublime, 'fhe Inethod, 
moreover, is holistic in a nontrivial and structurally definable wav. 

In ethical theory nontrivial attc~rnpts at g,rounding Inay all be classified as 
varieties of emergence .. Roughly, an emergent property is one that is defmed fill' 
a whole in tcnll" of the relational of ifs pans Viewed I'nl,I,'n1<lIn<:,,,',,I .. 

ly. you cannot tell "vhethel an IS pO!;SeSS(~(/ 

looking ill the of 
stand to one :\I101h.c:r 
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A good example is consistency. Consistency is grounded insofar as its applica· 
(ion to a set of sentences is defined in terms of their elements. Moreover, the 
definition requires that the sentences stand in a specified relation. /\ set is 
consistent, tinder the semantic definition of the concept, i I' there is some world in 
which all its sentences are true. Alternatively, the sel is consistent in the proof 
theoretic sense if there is no proof staJting with sentences in the set and ending in 
a contradiction. On either definition, the same sentence is simultaneollsly an 
e.lement of both consistent and inconsistent sets and the monadic properties of the 
sentences in a set do not detennme whether it is consistent. You cannot tell 
whether a set is consistent without cOlIsidering the exact group of sente:nces it 
contains. 

11arrnony is another example. The harmony of a painting is a function of the 
units of paint that make it up. On the other hand, you cannot tell from an 
inspection of the properties of these pans considered individually whether they 
form a harmonious whole, A given individual patch of paint with its non·, 
reJational properties of color, shape. texture. etc. might be part of various 
paintings, some of which arc harmonious, others not, depending on the proper
ties of the pieces with which it is combincd and the way in which these pieces are 
put together to form the whole, 

For my purposes we may considcr an emergent property to be any property of 
a whole defined in terms of the relational properties of it.s parts. A stricter 
definition relati vizes the idea 10 a theory and employs a more careI'll I formulation 
of relational. An expression is defined rela1ionally in a theory if its definition 
cannot he expressed in tbat part of the theory's syntax that does not employ the 
theory's relational predicates or IImltiple quantifiers, We may say that a term E is 
emergendy dejined within a theory if the theory meets two conditions. First, I.hc 
theory defines the application ofE to a whole in terms of its parts in the sense that 
the theory pOSits a part-whole relation and cont.aws sentences defining E with 
quantifiers restricted to the parts of wholes to which E appl.ics, Second, the 
theory entails no set of necessary and sufficient cOEd.itions for the application of 
E written in the fragment of the theory resuicted to lhe monadlc predicate 
calculus, An emergenl property. then_ is one which, relative to a theory, IS 

intended to be expressed by an erncrgently dehned term. 4 T'hough the whole to 

4 This defjnition of emergent property is a development of thaf found in the \i{cri.lture 
intended to embrace phcnomcwl1ike consistency and coherence. Sel~. for eX<:\lnple. N. Marlin. 
"The E,rnergent Na:ure of Cohe.rence and the Possibility of Tmlh·f;~mc!l(mal ., Proceedings q,t 
the Tenth Imerl/ruional Symposimn on JHl.lltip!e·\'o.lw'd Logic, 1980, pp is close to ideas 
found in aesthe(ics, as in, for exarnplc, Joseph Margolls. ·''vVorks of Art a~; Enlbodjed a.nd 
CuJlurally l:mergent Entities, '" Bl"i/ish luu/-ffal r!t' Aesrllctics j";~, (1974): 1S-7-96_ simltar is.sue is 
Idiscussed in personal identity theory under the ht'ading of mClhodt1!ogic.,)) individualism. See .LHne~,'
't/. Fel2er, "Methodological Jndividualism: Singular Cmsa! Systcms ami Thcir Population Man· 
!,ifestanons," SVI11he'-.'l! 68 1,1986): 99--l2R. I arn not llsillg emergence [J:' it is sornetimes uSi.::d in tht':, 
!philosophy 01" biology to mean a properly of a higher··order of complexity ihai c<:l!1not be g:rollnded in 
-lIly way in kl\T>,.'er-onh."':r properties. 
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which an emergent property applies need no!, accorcllng to this definition. be of il 
diffen~nt type fronl th(~ parts, it will be. In the usual case an emergent 

property is defined a;; appJying to a second··order whole in terms 01 

relational properties holding among its grounding first·on!ec parts. 

U'I'IUTARJA~IISIVI 

Utilitarianism is a cxarnple of theory that defules key 
moraJ Idea as a grounded sceond·,mJer property. 1 skctch 1101,\,1;( doe:; 
so ;n some d.etail here both to illustrate the type theoretic al. !!;:;tle and to 

lH"ovide a mode.1 that can be eKtended in the !;Uh;if,'quellt diseusc;ion 10 !ess famil 
and less theixies 

What distinguishes util.itarianisrn Irorn other sorts of grounded second··()I·del 
moral theorie8 is that it defines tbe social as a max irnization of sorne moral 
property of individuals in the group. In type theoretiC terrns. a utilltariHn thel)ry is 
one thai. defines the key second-order moral prclperry 'IS applyin f'. \0 second 
order objeet when its first·order cOllstilUents maxirnize SOllie measurable fir"l .. 
order property. Generally, the second IeVI,~llypc is societie:; or social groups nnd 
its key property IS something like social In the eharacteriz:tuon of the 
first ..order type, however. theories in the utiJil;lrian tradition v;J1Y 
narrow theories that adrnit only mature rational adult humans 10 tho~l; that admil 

children. the Insane, fetuses. future higher annnaIs, lower ,.InHl1aJ:·", 
plants, inanimate objects. species, and ecosystems" ,!'hc relevant tirst·order 
compa.rative property also varies from rnore traditional rnoral r\l"()Il,';TtICS 
like happiness, to more or less naturalistic or scientific like pl,e,,;l;surc, 
welfare, intercsl, and revealed preference, 

In a simple version of the theory, the social pood irsellmay be reg;.mlcd an 
on·off JllrmacilC l)rOperty. The group is said tCl be F',ood if requiSite quantity 
of the relevant fir"Hmkr manifest 111 Ihe elemenl~ 01 [he 
group. Let the relevant first·order measurable property P ami the mini!n:d 
standard be N. Lei. us eaH the mcasurernenl of tbe degree of P irs III/iiiI'. The form 

of the key definition IS something like: a S of type good II and only 
tile SUlll total 01 for P among the elernents of 'Ii thai cornpo:;,,,. ii., at 

!east N." 
I't is perhaps rnorc cOlTImon. bcnxever, to tlilderSland the: good 

paralively, If S and are sccond'on:ler' emilie.s and P the relevant iir e;! order 
defining property thai ac!lnlts of rneasurahk degree:". tllen the ddinitron of the: 
social good lakes [he following ronn: socidy Sis moral!v belter than S' if 

For an e.\lended diSCUSSion u{I1itarianism to envjronlnental c.rhic,~~, 

'1".1'(' IX/hies al Enl'lrOf/,''''lf''lJlll! 'l'"(H'K" Co}umhia i~n:'s~< 

~, Some v~:;r.sii)n"J rhc fotaI. Dnin~J so !.'~ irrelevant h~;:~l"e and ,~nn\i\.;tL'nr, 'w!th 
made in the di:;C11:)~,ior'L 
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and only if the sum total of the utility for I' among the entities of type TJ that 
make up S is greater than that for the entities that make up S' . 

Since this is the first complex type theory we have met. it is appropriate to 
summarize the discussion in a careful definitioll. For the comparative version, a 
utilitarian moral theory ti)r the moral property P is any set T of sentences and set 
M of models meeting the following conditions: 

l. Syntax. The syntax in which the sClllenccs of T arc formulated must contain 
the usual logical vocabulary and the following special exp['essions: (J) type 
predicates 1') and 1'2, and a type composition predicate <; (2) a binary predicate 
"is better than" (briefly, B) intended to express the property of the social good; 
(3) a functor II that is intended to represent the operation measuring the property 
1'; (5) a summation operator ::8; and (6) the predicate 2~ representing the greater 
than relation over numbers. 

n. Designated Sentences. The set T must contain mathematical axioms suf· 
ficient to give the usual interpretation to the numerical expressions u. }~ and :0": as 
well as the utilitarian moral law: fi)r any second-order societies x and y. x is better 
than y, if and only if the sum of utility for first-order individuals in x is greater 
than the sum utility for individuals il1y,7 

III. Semantics. M is the set of acceptable models for T and is restricted 10 

structures that are at least a dual type structure with type predicates TJ and ['", 
and composition relation «that links the two types and is referred to by a 
special predicate <. In addition, in any model in M, B is required to stand for a 
binary relation on T2 and It to a function (usually called a utility operation) that is 
restricted in such a way that it assigns a numerical value to al] elcrnents of T j • 

It is becausc thesc definitions refer to the properties of first-order individuals 
that utilitarians are able to say what they do about the relation of the social good 
to the welfare (or whatever) of the citizens. Unlike the ungrounded fascist 
theories, utilitarianism can offer an explicit account of this relation. This accollnt 
may not be intuitively satisfactor)f··..-whcther it is is in-elcvant berc-··but lItiJi
tarianism of any stJipe meets the minimal structural requirement that it be able to 
offer some such account. 

RA WLS' DIFFERENCE PRINCIPLE 

This framework can also be applied to another familiar example, John r~awls' 

difference principle. In Rawls' account the social good is identified with the 
maximization of the welfare of tbe least best off social group. A relevant feature 
of this l.heory from the perspective of our investigation is thaI it is open to a 

'1 In Jogical notation, this law reads sOl'nething like this: 
'i x'i y{T,x&T,y ...-, .xBy<·' 2:1 u(z):T IZ&Z<X1"'2:[ 11(i!:T Iz&z<y If 



1",,11 199/ ()/WER TI1EORETIC PROPERTIES 

purely abstract characterization in terIns of its type :,trueture. Viewed this way, it 
is a straightforward and relatively natural variation on utilitarianism. Rawls' 
theory or, more correctly, falnily of theories may be seen as the result of adding 
to any utilitarian theory a moral priority relation over Ifl(jividuals. More pre
cisely, a ramifying relation of moral priority I', added to the first-order type in 
a utilitarian type structure. In tIllS way, a RawIsian can he more diserirninating 
than the utilitarian in deciding whose welfare should be maxirnizcc!. T'he theory 
intentionally builds in a Illored bias. It is morally preferablc to rnaxirnizc the 
utility of those highest in the ranking, Although there are altemali ve ways in 
which the details might be formulated. it is sufficient for my purposes to sketch 
the particular way in which Rawls chooses to do so. He suggests that the besl 
society is one that maximizes the wetfare of those with the priority. 

The set of the most important elements from this ranking, J(, is the set of all 
first..order elements x such that there is no yother than x such thaI x y, H.elative 
to a measurable property P and a rnirmnal standard N, S can then be 
defi ned to be good if and only if the sum iotal of utility for P a{nong the clements 
of type 1'1 that are both in K and COlllpose S is at least N. In the cornparative case, 
society S can be defined to be 1110ra11y better than society S' if and only if the sum 
lotal of degrees of utility for P arnong the entities of type T/ in f( that make up S 
is greater than that f()f the entities in K that make up S'. The result is an abstract 
version of Rawls' theory8 By a ramified utilitarian theory for a rnoral properlY P 
and a moral ordering R is meant the theory T' and the set of models lv! t.hat meet 
the conditions for being a utilitarian for P and that ITleel (he foJ lOWing 

condltiol1S as well: 
L Syntax, The syntax of T contrlins dyadic prediclile illiended to expnoss 

the idea of moral priority R. 
n. Designated Selltences. The utilitarian moral law III T is replaced by: for any 

second-order societies x and y, x better than if and d' the sum of uti lily 
for first ..order indiv.iduals in x that are leaST well off under IS greater than the 
sum of utility for individuals in y that are least well off under 'J 

HI. SenwllIics. 'rhe type strIlctures in M have a rarnifying relatJOn on T 1 

referred to by the special prcdicate~;. 

8 For the difference principle sec, John Rawls, A Theory o./)usrice fCarnbridge: Harvard thH\'er~ 
sity Press, 1971). The family of second·,order emergent moral theories rc;dly 
quite large. It is .a relatively straightforward exercise to give which show ['hat 1t embraces, 
for example. Buchanan and Tullock 's cholc~' principle -··""thar should choose lhal on 
which ail agree ··"..and the Pareto preference principle-- -that the prefera,ble i:;; l!lat does 
not dimini,sh the utility of any citizen, Sec .Iarnes M. Hl.H_',hanan and Ciordoll Tullock, The Cnleu/us (~f 

C,)1lSi.>Ilt (Ann Arhor: Univcrsitv of Press. 196:2) and ;\!nartv;~l K Sen. Callco!"i'-' ("hoin' 
lind Social l,Velfare (San F"ral1l:isco: i9)Oj, < 

(,) ~n logical ;tolation. ""'>~\U(I): -r 17 "~:lw(z w (~ ~\ < xJl 
2:ju(z): T,z z<.v 8c : yH, 



230 ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS Vol. !3 

By further restrict.ing the notion of moral priority, we can also capture an 
abstract version of Rawls' '"difference principle" in whIch rnoral priority is 
attached to the "least well off." One way to do so is to require that the theory 
contain a "meaning postulate" that says in effect that x v if the measure of v's 
welfare is less than that of x. By a Rawlsian theory let us rnean a ramified 
utilitarian theOly 'I' and M such that T contains the sentence: fOT any x and yin '1'/. 
x S y. if and only if. u(y) 2c u(x). 

HOLISM DEFINED 

What is interesting about these theories from the point of view of the study of 
holism----and what their careful definitions show-- -·is that in each c1:ample a 
higher-order moral good is grounded in the relationaJ properties of a lower order. 
They each contain a moral law that characterizes the necessary and sufficient 
conditions for the application of the second-level moral prcdicatc in terrns or 
relational properties of first-Jevel entities. The gronp forms a whole and the 
mora] properties of the group arc a functJol1 of the "communal" propCI1ics of 
individuals within it. Indeed, properties of this sort are quite fairly called holislic 
in a nontrivial and important sense. and it is this sense that] propose as the 
appropriate one for understanding the way in which an ethical theory is properly 
called holistic. Viewed this way, a descriptive term E is holistic within a theory If 
and only if the theory posits at least two types and E is grounded and emergently 
defined relative to them. A holislic properlY may then be identified as one that. 
relative to a theory, is expressed by a predicate that is holistically defined, and a 
holistic tha)!)! as one that posits a holistic prOpet1y. 

VII. HOLISM IN ENVIRONME':NTAL ETHI(:S 

The holistic ideas found in the nonstandard moral theories in environmental 
ethics seem to match this pattern. I consider two examples: deep and the 
ethics of the sublime. 

Deep Ecology. By deep ecology I Inean any or' various aifempts to construct a 
moral theory from ecology broadly conceived. Although theories of this sort are 
not always carefully fonnulated, they all posit some idea of ecological balance or 
equilibrium applying to complex ecological systems .. Even though balancc is 
supposed to be defined purely in the terrns of ecology under':tood as a natura! 
science, it is intended also to be a key moral propeny. Roughly, "the good" is 
equilibrium in an ecosystem as defined in ecology. Because hurnans and their 
societies are parts of the environment, they fall within ecosystems, and deep 
ecology mandates that they contribute to the "good" to the extent that they help 

constitute a balanced or well· functioning ecosystc:rn. Moreover. moral judg· 
ments are applied 10 nonhuman as well as human parts of nature. Any alter·
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alion of the envJnmment, such as the eJilHlnation of the spotted (H\'I , wrong. 
independent of its effecl on burnans, if it disturbs the balance. In 

addition. such accounts often posit a rnoral HI favor ()f ecosy, 
sterns. On this view, if there is a choice between balance in (wo systems, fJw 

and more inclusive is morally preferable. Because 1"'1' practical purpose:; 
the Earth's planetary isolation Pllts an Lipper limit on eem:ystcrns, such theories 
sometimes identify the summum bOllllnJ witb balance in the global envirol'!rllenl 

The Ethics 0/ the Sublime developed, but by no means ('arc. are anelllprs 
to explallJ t'rwlronmental goodncs:; in aesthetic terllls 'The hypolhesis., 
staled, is thaI right action consIsts of the beautifUl and on 

scale to natural objects, equation provides a socia! and environrnenlal 
ethic, Tbe "good" 1S , especially natum! beauty. Moreover, proponents or 
such views often think that bigger is better The beauty or hlr~; of nature, 
often called Ihe sublime, is morally preferable to that of smaller part:", Beauty of 
nature as a whole is the ultimate 10 

I have sketched these view,·; in very broad stroh'S B.nd do not intend here try 
to refine thenL Greater detail is lJlmecessary Cor my puqmses, for it is possible at 

this level of precision 10 abstract some basic 1(: feature" of slIch 
accounts and to show in what they are holisuc. 

Both theories are essentially dual type. (I) [)eel' ecology posits a ie,wer orcler 
of biota and their interactions, and a order of ecosystems. We rnay 
prcsurne that there is a distinct ecologil:a I for thc~;e !wo 
levels and a relation in terms of whieh parts of the 1.)l(IUC 

comrnunity of the lower order help to forTl1 systems uf the ordn The 
aesthetic approach clearly a domam of natural sO/TIe of which are 
beautiful. Presumably, the beauty of a nat\lral is explained in tcnns of 
some katures or aspects inlo which it decomposed on a 1'1101(' fundamental 
level, IHuch as the harmony of a cy,piillned in terrns or the colen" 
shape, and texture of the units of fmln which it IS cornposcd. We rna)' tbmk 
of such a theory as positing Iwo types, one of object constlluents and one of 
uatural objects, and a compositional relation thc two and ddennll1· 
ing which constituents contribute 10 which object.s. 

Both theories also have as theil key rnoral ideas concepts that arc probably 
holistic i.n thc snbstantjvc sense of bei.ng boih grounded and elllerg"nl In deep 

10 Various rornantic aHernp(S tn dnrw rnond Ird!11 nature have been ,lfOllnd for it 

time. For un e,xplicit recent attempt to (Ie-sign an thClWjI 10 (:xplalfl rnoral ltHuilion in tcnns 
natural heatHy as a sumllllnn l:nmull!, see Norman H "An I:~trl,'irontnenta! [:thi( J[,~~ F';orlllub 
don and Implication." in Phili'l1 P. Hanson, ed., Envinitifltnlfl.JI ,Ethic.l',· Philo.'>'ophical and F'olicr 

Perspectives (Burnaby, Bntish C'llumbia: ]nsli!lIlC for Ilw Ilumaniucs/SFU F'uhlicilliom;. In 
Similar vein, J. Baird (:a,IJicolt. in c"file L"md i\esthctic. w A Sand ('(Iwltr'\,' .Almanac 
Ovfadison~ tJniyt:r:~i1y of \~"ls(,oIlsin Press. 19B7) C',lhic:'s wlthin I"eopn,jd'!:,. I,tnc! ethic 



232 ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS Vo!. /3 

ecology tbe good is ecosystem equilibrium, \vhich is grollnded in t.l1c properties 
of biota and defined, it is reasonable to assume, in terms of their relational 
properties. Likewise, if we continue to use hannony as a model, it is reasonable 
to think that natural beauty within the aesthetic theories is grounded in first--order 
constituents and defined in terms of the way these features stand to one an
other.! 1 

Thus far the two accounts arc stllJcturalIy sirnilar to utilitarianisrn, wit h all 
three approaches mandating dual type theories with second-order moral proper-· 
ties that are holistic in the sense of being grounded and emergent. In several 
ways, however, the environmental theories have structural features that distin
guish them from util.itarianism and allow for some general comparisons. 12 

A relatively minor difference, due as much as anything to the undeveloped 
state of the environmental theories, is that utilitarianism is totally grounded 
whereas the environmental accounts, at least in the sketchy versions I have 
given, make no attempt to give an explicit definition of balance or beauty. 

A more interesting difference from a structural perspective is the fact that both 
environmentaJ theories posit morally relevant ramifying relations among second·· 
order entities, whereas neither utilitarianism nor its Rawlsian variants do so. 
According to the utilitarian maxim, all that is relevant in appraising a society is 
its utility. In the environmental accounts, in contrast, size rnatters in addition to 
balance or beauty. Moreover, on both accounts it is natural to posit a supremum 
to the second-order ranking, in the Earth or nature as a whole. Environmental 
theories are thus in a sense doubly or even triply holistic. First, their key moral 
ideas are holistic in the sense of being grounded and ernergent wlthm a dual type 
framework; second, they posit a seeond-order rnorally relevant rarnifying pal1-· 

whole relation; and third, this relation has a single whole as its supremulTl. 
The second-order part-whole relation, moreover, begets a series of un··· 

grounded emergent properties definable entirely within the second-order type. 
Consider the case of a painting. Paintings or portions of paintings are said to 
possess harmony as an emergent property inasrnueh as the harmony of the whole 
is determined by the monadic and relational properties of the units of paint that 

11 For a deep ecorogy [hal is explicitly emergent. see Rafal Serafin, "Noosphere, Gaia. and lhe 
Science of th" Biosphere," El1vironmem,,1 Ethics 10 (t 988): J 21···J 7. Whether beauty is emergent 
will depend on one's theory of beauty. A good example of a theory in which beauty is clearly a 
s"0cond-order emergent property grounded in first-order physical features is that of Guy Sircello, A 
N(?w Theory of Beauty (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975). 

12 For a discussion of the part-whole issues in environmental et.hics see Christopher D. Stone. 
Should Trees Have .S"landing? (1..os Altos, Calif.: Wi,l.liarn Kaufmann, 1(72). Althoug,h Stone 
discusses some conceptual puzzles that ."eem to anse when the rnoral unjvcr&c is extended to natural 

objects and ramified by a part·whole relation. he is essentially a utIlitarian, holding moral concepts to 
be second-order. He attaches no SlH:';('ial monll relevance to it. For more recent ch:'V(,,:lopmCI1l'S of his 
ideas see Earth ant.i Olher Ethics. The C'ase fy Mora! Pluralrsn-l (Ne\~" York: Harper and Ri,)\V, 

1(87) 
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constitute the painting and which are. described in a vocabulary to a 
lower order of complexity. 'fhc un.its of paUll and their jJl'operties arc first···lcvcl 
phenomena, and the painting and its harmony arc second·level. NO'w 
cutting up the painting into several parts. TllCCiC parts become minu.lturc paintings 
that are composed of units of paint jusl like the Original and the painting 
parts are second.. leve.l entities like the painting. ';'or example. if sorucone 
asks whether a painting section is harmonious, the same considerations will be 
brought to bear on the section as were brought to bear on tbe whole. The section 
is harmonioLls if its component units of eX.hibit the relational 
properties. Harmony for painting seclions rernalll~; a seeond··lcvel emergent 
prop,;rty grounded in first .. level elltitic~'. 

'liVe may now define a ramifying ordering among, sections of potentia) pamt· 
ings: P :::~ pI if P can result by clIlling Lip P'. This together WIth the 
grounded emergent property of harmony allows us to define a sense of harrnony 
in which it is plausible to say that the barmony of a second· level whole 
"emerges" as a feature of the relational its secOlld·lcvel parts. If Pis 
harmonious and cut up into sections 1" and 1'" . there is a good sense in 
which the harmony of P results from the relational sc:cond·'I)rder 
parts P' and pi ': by inspecting pi and 1" , as slanding 111 tht: relatIOn in whichI 

they do in P. it is possib.le to tell whether P is harmonious in a way that it i/·; no! 
if looking ," and pi' in isolation 

The propeny P is induced by a grounded ernergent property P' and second
level ordering ~,: if P is defined as applying to a sccond··leveJ entity X just when 
1" emerges from the relational propel1ies of the entire group of first-level 
constituents that enter into anyone of the parts olX. P mdueed in this way 
must be emergent il P' is, because it is indirectly a function of the relational parts 
of the parts of X, and hence a function of the relational parts of X. 

On the other hand, an induced errlt:~rgent property of this SOli is triVially 
definable for any emergent property on ramified type . .It lias no conceptual 
interest beyond that already possessed the original emergent pmpcrty. Draw 

attention to this anci lIary idea of emcrgcnce, however, does aid l!l (;I:,e;II\/ ino 

which idea of emergence·..··-re.lativt: to which sense of the root phenom
enon. III subjects like ecosystems, and natural there are two 
notions of part··whole, one correctly identified with a type relation 
< < and one as a ramifying ordering .,,: arnong second..ordcr entities. The proper 
way to analyze the more basic notion of emeI'gence and its re.sulliug h':>!ism IS as 
that whieh holds among emities of different Iypes Erncrgencewithin a type 
though genuine, derives from the more basic idea. Although il is correct to 
observe, for example. lhat ccosystclrJs fall under one another ;Illd thai in a sense 
the equilibrium of the larger system is an outcome of the relational features of the 

systems it contains, the reason this is so is that the balance of the whole arises 
from the interactlcln at a lower level of complexity arnong the vanous hlotic parts 
of the system, which also happen to rnake up rhe systern'~, subsyslerns. 
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Similarly. though it is correct to say that the be,wty of a natura! object arises from 
the relational features of t.hose natural objects that form it, the reason this is so is 
that its beauty arises from the relational features of its more basic parts as 
descril)(~d at a lower level of complexity and these parts, by definition. constitute 
the natural objects t.hat make the original whole, 

The last way in which the environmental theories contrast with utilitarianisrn 
poses what is perhaps t.he most serious difficulty facing this sort of theory, 
Utilitarianism as well as the two environmental aecount.s meet the minimal 
condition on second-order moral theories discussed earlier. They all ground their 
highn·order moral concepts in some first·order propositions, Utilitarian theo
ries, however, do so in a first·order vocabulary of concepts like happiness. 
pleasure, interests, or prefcrence, Although on some accounts these ideas are 
ll1tended to be naturalistic in the sense of being part of some natural science, all 
these ideas have a long history in ethics proper A t.heory which explains the 
social good in terms of any of thern has gone a long way toward what I have been 
calling moral grounding, l'he environmental theories, on the other hane!. qUite 
clearly intend to grollnd their second-order' concepts in tenns foreign to tradition
al ethics, The ecology of biota does not overlap traditional ethics at all, and it is 
hard to see how natural aesthetics can contribute in any major way to the 
understanding of traditional individualistic ethic:;. 

Thus, I think if is fair to say that holistic enviromnental ethical theones suffer 
from a systematic disadvantage, In attempting to provide a natural istic grollnding 
for higher.. order moral propert.ies, they are employing theories with very Iinle 
overlap wit.h traditional ethics. If is accordingly very hard fo see how they can 
possibly provide a moral grounding for their ideas, U They appear to be frus· 
trated from the start in any attempt to generate the intuitively plausible principles 
relating first and seconc!·,!evel moral concepts which articulate the mutual obliga· 
tions between the individual and thc whole of which he or she is a part, At their 
worst, holistic environmental ethics tnight be like fascism in requiring the 
individual to sacrifice him or herself in the interest of ecological balance or 
natural beauty, At best. they leave pcrsona.1 ethics unexplained and face the 
difficult task of providing a grounding of second,·,level rnond con," 
cepts in a vocabulary new to the moral traditIOn, 

1,\ I arn c(~rtainly not the first to criticize holistic envll"omnental theories usinV, what I mn calling 
type thcorel'ic ideas. Anthony \-Veston in "Forms of Gaian Ethie:,;.," l<l1l'il"onm,cl'/ta/ E"(}ric,y 9 ( {(87): 
217--·30, makes the point that thl? Gaia hypothesis may be understood as adding thl', Earth itself to rh(~ 

moral universe of persons. Both the land ethic and deep ecology have beef} critici/~ed for being. in lTly 

t.erms. elhically ungrounded. and failing to adequately explain li'lOraJ illtUttiwh about hunwns all(1 
their societies, Set~ John !\i{oJine, "AJdo Leopol,d and the MoraJ C\lITIHltllliry."' l:'n\'iromncntal E't!Jlt',\ 

1: (1986): 99·, t2(): Eric Katz, "Organi,m, Community, and the 'SUb'lilUlioll Problem.' .. Environ· 
menIal Ethics (1985): 241 "·56: and Richard A, \:\Iarson, "A Note on DCt~p Ecology," Enviromnema1 
Ethics 6 (f984): 377-·-80, r am InakillF sllntlar poi.nts ill a more generalized fonn, 


