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Deep Ecology and Deontology 
 
Students are assigned to read Arne Naess’ passage Deep Ecology and Lifestyle, and compare 
and contrast the principles of deep ecology with both Kantian and Prima Facie Deontology.  
 
Generally speaking, deontology is a rule based ethical theory, where the distinction between 
‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ rests on whether the actions one chooses stem from 
rules—or duties. From the Kantian framework, a duty is moral if it is either A) 
universalizable (i.e. it can be applied to all people, at all times); or B) it is respectful of 
human dignity (i.e. it does not have us treat someone like something; it does not lead one to 
be objectified or instrumentalized by another). From the Prima Facie perspective, a duty is 
moral if it stems from a set of duties that any rational person would agree is important (e.g. 
fidelity, justice, gratitude, non-maleficence, beneficence, etc.).  
 
The principles of deep ecology, because they are framed as rules, obligations, or as a guide 
to cultivating certain attitudes towards the world and towards each other, fits within the 
framework of deontological theories.  
 
After reading the principles of deep ecology, students would articulate what these 
principles share with Kantian and Prima Facie Deontology. Students would be instructed to 
articulate the definition of these basic deontological theories, and articulate the way in 
which deep ecology extends the scope of moral concern beyond anthropocentrism (i.e. the 
view that only other human beings matter, morally speaking)—and, most importantly, why 
we have reason to extend the scope of moral concern. 
 
However, students will be instructed to explore how any ethical system of thought based on 
following rules will eventually run into a specific problem: what ought one do when a set of 
rules conflict with each other? Students will be instructed to consider a situation where 
following one rule implies breaking another. For instance, suppose a student promises to 
meet a professor during their office hours. On their way to school, suppose the student gets 
a distressing call—their grandmother has been hospitalized. What should the student do? 
Clearly, we all have a duty to keep our promises. But we also have a duty to be there for our 
loved ones. Which duty matters most? Why? 
 
Students will be asked to consider that the same conflict can arise within deep ecology. 
What ought we do when one of the principles of deep ecology implies breaking one of the 
prima facie duties, or breaking one of the Kantian duties? Thus, the final portion of the 
assignment asks students to point out a situation where deep ecology conflicts either with 
itself or with one of the other ethical theories in question, and to lay out an argument aimed 
at determining a way in which these sorts of conflicts can be resolved. 


