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Abstract: Artificial intelligence (Al) is transforming modern society by influencing governance, communication,
health care, education, and economics. Although technological advancement has resulted in increased efficiency
and innovation, it has also raised ethical concerns about environmental sustainability, human autonomy,
technological overdependence, and the disruption of the human-—nature relationship. In response to these concerns,
Daoist philosophy offers an important intellectual framework for reconsidering the ethical underpinnings of
modern technological development. This paper examines the philosophy of artificial intelligence from a Daoist
perspective, focusing on classical Daoist concepts such as Dao (the Way), Wu Wei (non-coercive action), and Ziran
(naturalness), as presented in Laozi's writings and traditional Daoist philosophy. Daoism values harmony, balance,
simplicity, and conformity to the natural order, which are diametrically opposed to our current drive for
technological control, optimization, and continuous expansion. The paper discusses how modern Al systems,
which are driven by surveillance, automation, and data-centric governance, risk creating an imbalance between
human life, society, and the environment. In contrast, the Daoist philosophy promotes moderation, adaptive
coexistence, and restraint, offering an alternative ethical perspective on valuation.
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Introduction

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has become one of the most transformative forces shaping
contemporary society, influencing governance, communication, education, healthcare, finance, and
everyday human interactions. Through machine learning, predictive analytics, and algorithmic
decision-making, Al systems increasingly participate in processes that were once exclusively human.
While these developments have enhanced efficiency and innovation, they have also generated
significant ethical, social, and ecological concerns, including issues related to surveillance, loss of
human autonomy, environmental sustainability, and the expanding role of technology in shaping
human life (Floridi et al., 2018).

Much of the existing literature on Al ethics focuses on regulatory mechanisms, accountability
frameworks, transparency standards, and human rights protections (Parveen & Amuda, 2025).
Although these approaches are essential, they are largely grounded in modern technological
rationalism and often prioritize control, optimization, and governance efficiency (Bostrom, 2014). As a
result, they may overlook deeper philosophical questions concerning the relationship between
humanity, nature, and technology, particularly the ethical limits of technological expansion and the

meaning of harmony in a rapidly digitalizing world.

In this context, Daoist philosophy offers a distinctive and valuable alternative perspective.
Rooted in classical Chinese thought, Daoism emphasizes harmony with nature, balance, simplicity, and
alignment with the natural order rather than excessive intervention or artificial control. The teachings
associated with Laozi, particularly the Dao De Jing, present the Dao as the fundamental principle
underlying all existence. Within this worldview, concepts such as Wu Wei (non-coercive action) and

Ziran (naturalness or spontaneity) encourage minimal interference and adaptive coexistence with
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natural processes, offering a philosophical counterpoint to systems driven by rigid optimization
and control (Ivanhoe, 2002; Ames & Hall, 2003). From this perspective, the rapid expansion of Al
technologies raises important philosophical questions about the balance between human creation and
natural order. Large-scale Al infrastructures require substantial computational resources, contributing
to environmental pressures and raising concerns about sustainability (Crawford, 2021). Moreover, the
increasing reliance on algorithmic governance systems risks reducing human judgment to data-driven
outputs, potentially weakening ethical reflection, creativity, and relational understanding in decision-

making processes (Zuboff, 2019).

This article therefore seeks to explore Artificial Intelligence through the conceptual lens of Daoist
philosophy. It aims to reframe contemporary debates on technology by shifting the focus from control-
oriented governance models toward principles of balance, restraint, and harmony. Rather than rejecting
technological progress, this study argues that Daoist thought provides an ethical and philosophical
framework for guiding Al development in a manner that aligns innovation with ecological
sustainability and human well-being. Through this interdisciplinary approach, the paper contributes
to broader discussions on how ancient philosophical traditions can inform modern technological

challenges in meaningful and constructive ways.

Literature Review
2.1 Artificial Intelligence and Ethical Governance

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has become a central focus in contemporary ethical, philosophical, and
technological discourse due to its expanding role in governance, decision-making, and socio-technical
systems. Current Al ethics literature emphasizes foundational principles such as transparency,
accountability, fairness, and human-centered design, aiming to ensure that Al systems operate in

alignment with human values and societal norms (Floridi et al., 2018).

In addition to ethical governance frameworks, concerns about the long-term risks of advanced
Al systems have also been widely discussed. Bostrom (2014) highlights the potential existential risks
associated with highly autonomous Al systems, particularly in scenarios where machine intelligence
exceeds human control. Furthermore, Al is increasingly embedded within broader digital
infrastructures that shape surveillance practices, economic systems, and governance structures in

contemporary society (Crawford, 2021; Zuboff, 2019).
2.2 Daoist Philosophy and Classical Thought

Daoist philosophy offers a fundamentally different conceptual framework for understanding
human action, governance, and the natural order. Classical Daoist texts, particularly the Dao De Jing,
emphasize harmony with nature, balance, and minimal intervention as core ethical principles (Ivanhoe,
2002; Ames & Hall, 2003). Central concepts such as Dao (the Way), Wu Wei (non-coercive action), and
Ziran (naturalness) reflect a worldview that prioritizes alignment with natural processes over control

or domination.

Scholarly interpretations further emphasize that Daoism resists rigid systems of control and fixed
hierarchical structures. Instead, it promotes flexibility, adaptability, and dynamic equilibrium in human
and natural systems (Chan, 1963; Fung, 1983; Robinet, 1997). Kirkland (2004) similarly argues that
Daoist thought should be understood as a tradition that values harmony and relational balance rather

than rigid governance or optimization.
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2.3 Gap in the Literature: AI and Daoist Integration

Despite significant advancements in both Al ethics and Daoist philosophy, there remains a clear
gap in integrating these two domains within a unified analytical and normative framework (Parveen
& Amuda, 2025). Al ethics scholarship is predominantly grounded in Western philosophical traditions,
including utilitarianism, deontology, and liberal governance theory, which tend to emphasize

regulation, control, and optimization (Floridi et al., 2018; Bostrom, 2014).

At the same time, Daoist scholarship has largely remained focused on classical interpretation and
historical-philosophical analysis, with limited engagement in contemporary technological
transformations. As a result, there is a lack of interdisciplinary dialogue between Daoist thought and
modern Al governance debates (Crawford, 2021; Zuboff, 2019).

To address this gap, this study proposes Daoist philosophy as a complementary ethical
framework for evaluating Artificial Intelligence. It argues that Daoist principles can enhance
contemporary Al governance by introducing values of moderation, ecological awareness, and non-
coercive design, thereby contributing to a more balanced and sustainable understanding of human-

technology relations.

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive and philosophical research design to investigate
Artificial Intelligence (AI) from the viewpoint of Daoist philosophy. The present study does not include
the collection of empirical data or the application of statistical analysis, but rather textual interpretation,

conceptual analysis, and comparative philosophical investigation.

The main methodology is philosophical textual analysis. The texts to be analyzed will be classical
Daoist texts including the Dao De Jing attributed to Laozi and other related scholarly interpretations.
This study examines these texts to reveal the fundamental ethical and metaphysical principles that
provide the foundation for the theoretical framework utilized in this work, in particular, Dao (the Way),
Wu Wei (non-coercive action), and Ziran (naturalness) (Ivanhoe 2002; Ames & Hall 2003).

The study also applies a comparative conceptual methodology, comparing the principles of
Daoist philosophy with the current literature on Artificial Intelligence ethics, governance and socio-
technical systems. This involves studying the scholarly literature on Al risk, algorithmic governance
and technological ethics to explore the commonalities and differences between western technological
paradigms and Daoist philosophical thought (Floridi et al. 2018; Bostrom 2014).

The study also employs a normative ethical analysis, which assesses Al systems not only in the
context of functionality, but also in the context of moral, ecological, and philosophical implications.
This methodology enables the study to examine the extent to which current developments in Al are
consistent with the principles of balance, sustainability, and non-excess espoused by the Daoist
philosophy.

In general, this approach permits interdisciplinary research that combines philosophy,
technology studies and ethics, offering a conceptual background to re-think Artificial Intelligence in a
different way from the usual regulatory and technical approaches.

Theoretical Framework

This paper presents a Daoist philosophical framework to analyze and evaluate Al as a
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sociotechnical system. The framework is grounded in classical Daoist philosophy, emphasizing three
fundamental concepts: Dao (the Way), Wu Wei (non-coercive action), and Ziran (naturalness), as
articulated in the early teachings of Laozi and analyzed through modern academic interpretations
(Ivanhoe 2002; Ames & Hall 2003).

Dao represents the concept of the fundamental order and harmony of the universe. In this
context, Dao serves as a normative framework for evaluating Al systems that emphasize control,
prediction, and optimization at the expense of relational and ecological equilibrium. In contrast to the
perspective of technology as an instrument of oppression, the Daoist viewpoint regards technology as
an integral component of a broader interconnected system that must maintain equilibrium with human

and environmental factors.

Author applies the principle of Wu Wei (non-coercive action) to Al governance and design,
contending that technological systems should be designed to minimize unnecessary interference in
human decision-making. Al should serve as an extension of human agency rather than a substitute,
functioning to enhance rather than undermine inherent human judgment. These contests prevailing
models of algorithmic control that are progressively automating and centralizing decision-making
processes (Floridi et al. 2018). Ziran (naturalness/spontaneity) — The concept of harmonizing with
natural rhythms, exhibiting flexibility and responsiveness to circumstances. This principle facilitates
the development of Al systems that are adaptable, transparent, and attuned to ecological and social
diversity. It addresses the peril of excessive standardization and rigid algorithmic frameworks that

could disrupt natural human and environmental dynamics.

The three principles collectively form an ethical and philosophical framework that contrasts with
the prevailing paradigms of Al centered on efficiency, surveillance, and optimization. Scholarly
discourse on Al highlights concerns regarding digital surveillance systems (Zuboff 2019) and
environmental consequences (Crawford 2021), emphasizing the necessity for alternative ethical
frameworks. This study presents a Daoist model that emphasizes balance, restraint, and harmony as
foundational principles for technological development. This framework integrates Daoist philosophy
with contemporary Al ethics to offer a thorough interpretive model for the moral and ecological

ramifications of Artificial Intelligence in the modern era.

Analysis and Discussion
5.1 Artificial Intelligence as a System of Rational Control

Governments, economies, healthcare, education, and security systems are progressively
employing artificial intelligence (AI) technologies. Their fundamental operational principles are
optimization, prediction, and efficiency maximization. These characteristics enhance productivity and
expedite decision-making; however, they also engender a form of algorithmic rationality that simplifies
intricate human and ecological realities into quantifiable data frameworks. Academics contend that
Al-driven governance systems function by incessantly gathering data and forecasting behavior, thereby
establishing frameworks of systematic surveillance and behavioral alteration (Zuboff 2019).
Simultaneously, apprehensions have emerged regarding the enduring risks associated with highly
autonomous Al systems, specifically the potential divergence of machine objectives from human ethical
intentions (Bostrom 2014). These developments signify a broader transition towards "technological
rationalism," wherein efficiency and control supersede ethical contemplation and relational

comprehension.

This system, from a Daoist viewpoint, signifies imbalance. This emphasis on control and
prediction contrasts with the Daoist notion that stability arises from harmonizing with natural
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processes rather than imposing regulation. Al systems represent a modern manifestation of excessive
structuring, which poses a risk to the integrity of organic social and ecological dynamics.
5.2 Environmental and Material Expenses of Al Systems

Besides ethical and governance concerns, Al systems possess significant ecological ramifications.
Extensive machine learning models necessitate substantial computational infrastructure, encompassing
data centers, energy consumption, rare mineral extraction, and continuous hardware production. These
material demands challenge the presumption that digital technologies are devoid of physical substance

or environmentally benign.

Crawford (2021) illustrates the integration of Al within global extraction systems, connecting
artificial intelligence to mining sectors, labor exploitation, and environmental deterioration. This
redefines Al not merely as a digital innovation but as a material system with substantial ecological
implications.

Daoist philosophy, particularly through the concept of Ziran (naturalness), emphasizes harmony with
ecological limits and warns against excessive disruption of natural systems. In this context,
technological systems that accelerate resource depletion and environmental imbalance can be regarded
as violations of the principles of natural harmony. Kirkland (2004) notes that Daoism prioritizes
adaptive equilibrium rather than aggressive expansion, proposing that sustainability ought to be a

fundamental ethical consideration in any human activity system.
5.3 Algorithmic Governance and the Diminution of Human Agency

A significant transformation propelled by Al is the increasing delegation of decision-making to
algorithmic systems. These systems are now ubiquitous in judicial forecasting, credit assessment,
employment selection, law enforcement, and welfare allocation. Although these systems may improve
efficiency, they often operate as "black boxes," limiting transparency and reducing opportunities for
human oversight. Floridi et al. (2018) emphasize the necessity of ethical Al governance frameworks to
ensure transparency, accountability, and equity. Algorithmic systems often transfer authority from
human judgment to automated decision-making frameworks, thereby instigating concerns regarding

the erosion of moral responsibility and agency.

This transition, from a Daoist viewpoint, signifies a departure from Wu Wei (non-coercive
action). Numerous Al systems are supplanting rather than assisting human decision-making, imposing
algorithmic reasoning onto intricate social contexts. Wu Wei does not signify an absence of action;
rather, it embodies minimal, suitable, and non-disruptive action. In the context of Al governance, this
implies that AI should serve as an instrument that assists rather than dictates.
A Daoist-influenced perspective would thus advocate for "assistive Al systems" rather than entirely

autonomous governance frameworks, wherein human ethical discernment remains paramount.
5.3 Algorithmic Governance and the Erosion of Human Agency

One of the most significant transformations brought about by Al is the increasing delegation of
decision-making authority to algorithmic systems. These systems are now widely used in judicial
prediction, credit scoring, hiring processes, policing, and welfare distribution. While such systems may
improve efficiency, they often operate as “black boxes,” limiting transparency and reducing
opportunities for human oversight.

Floridi et al. (2018) emphasize the importance of ethical Al governance frameworks that ensure
transparency, accountability, and fairness. However, in practice, algorithmic systems often shift
authority away from human judgment toward automated decision structures, raising concerns about

the erosion of moral responsibility and agency.
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From a Daoist standpoint, this shift reflects a departure from Wu Wei (non-coercive action).
Rather than supporting human decision-making, many Al systems increasingly replace it, imposing
algorithmic logic onto complex social contexts. Wu Wei does not imply absence of action, but rather
action that is minimal, appropriate, and non-disruptive. Applied to Al governance, this principle
suggests that Al should function as a supportive mechanism rather than an authoritative decision-

maker.

Thus, a Daoist-informed approach would advocate for “assistive Al systems” rather than fully

autonomous governance models, ensuring that human ethical judgment remains central.
5.4 Daoist Critique of Technological Expansion and Over-Optimization

Daoist philosophy provides a fundamental critique of systems that prioritize expansion, control,
and excessive structuring. The concept of the Dao represents a natural order that cannot be fully
controlled or systematized. Attempts to impose rigid structures on dynamic systems are therefore

viewed as disruptive to harmony.

In modern Al development, the pursuit of over-optimization—maximizing accuracy, efficiency,
and predictive power—can unintentionally create systems that are inflexible and context-insensitive.
Such systems may fail to account for cultural variation, ethical ambiguity, and environmental

complexity.

Ames and Hall (2003) emphasize that Daoist thought values flexibility and contextual
responsiveness rather than fixed rules and rigid optimization. Applied to Al this suggests that

technological systems should remain adaptive and open-ended rather than overly deterministic.

Crawford (2021) further reinforces this concern by showing how optimization-driven Al systems
often ignore broader social and ecological consequences. When efficiency becomes the dominant value,

ethical and environmental considerations may be marginalized.
5.5 Toward a Daoist-Informed Ethical Model of Al

Incorporating Daoist philosophy into Al ethics fosters the creation of a distinct normative
framework focused on equilibrium, moderation, and harmony. This framework does not dismiss
technological advancement but aims to direct it towards sustainable and ethically responsible
pathways. The principle of Dao advocates for harmony with natural systems instead of exerting control
over them. The principle of Wu Wei advocates for minimal and suitable intervention in human matters,
indicating that Al should support rather than supplant human judgment. The principle of Ziran
underscores ecological and contextual awareness, promoting technological systems that conform to

natural and social diversity.

Collectively, these principles provide a counterweight to prevailing AI governance frameworks
that emphasize surveillance, prediction, and optimization (Zuboff 2019). The Daoist framework
advocates for perceiving technology not as a means of absolute control, but as an integral component
of a wider relational system that must maintain equilibrium with human and environmental factors.
This viewpoint enhances Al ethics by providing a cross-cultural philosophical basis that transcends
Western regulatory paradigms. It underscores humility in technological design and advocates for a

transition from control-centric governance to harmony-focused innovation.

Conclusion

This study has critically examined Artificial Intelligence (AI) through the philosophical lens of
Daoism, demonstrating that classical Daoist thought offers a rich and underutilized framework for
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interpreting and evaluating contemporary technological systems. By engaging with core Daoist
principles—Dao (the Way), Wu Wei (non-coercive action), and Ziran (naturalness)—the paper has
shown that Al is not merely a technical or regulatory issue, but also a deeply philosophical and ethical
phenomenon that reshapes the relationship between humans, technology, and nature.

The analysis reveals that contemporary Al systems are largely driven by paradigms of
optimization, prediction, and control. These paradigms prioritize efficiency and automation, often at
the expense of ethical reflection, ecological sensitivity, and human-centered decision-making. As
highlighted in existing scholarship, such systems are embedded within broader structures of
surveillance, data extraction, and behavioral governance, raising concerns about autonomy and power
asymmetry in digital societies (Zuboff 2019). Additionally, the rapid expansion of Al infrastructures
contributes to significant ecological and material costs, including energy consumption and resource

extraction, which further intensify concerns regarding sustainability (Crawford 2021).

In contrast, Daoist philosophy offers an alternative ethical orientation that emphasizes balance,
restraint, and harmony with natural processes. The principle of Wu Wei suggests that effective action
should avoid unnecessary interference and excessive control, instead aligning with existing natural
dynamics. Applied to Al governance, this principle challenges the growing tendency toward full
automation of decision-making systems and advocates instead for assistive technologies that preserve
human moral agency. Similarly, Ziran emphasizes naturalness and spontaneity, encouraging the
development of technologies that are adaptable, context-sensitive, and responsive to environmental

and social diversity rather than rigidly standardized systems.

The concept of Dao, understood as the underlying principle of natural order, further reinforces
the argument that technological systems should not operate in isolation from ecological and human
contexts. Instead, they should be integrated into a broader relational framework in which balance and
interdependence are central. From this perspective, Al systems that prioritize domination over
uncertainty or attempt to fully control complex social realities risk undermining the very equilibrium

that sustains long-term stability.

By integrating these Daoist principles into Al ethics, this study proposes a shift from control-
centered governance models toward harmony-centered technological design. This does not imply
rejecting technological innovation; rather, it calls for reorienting innovation toward ethical moderation,
ecological responsibility, and human flourishing. Such an approach expands existing Al ethics
frameworks, which are often grounded in principles of accountability, transparency, and fairness, by

introducing an additional dimension focused on ontological and ecological balance (Floridi et al. 2018).

Moreover, the study highlights the importance of interdisciplinary and cross-cultural
engagement in addressing the ethical challenges of emerging technologies. Western-centric Al ethics
frameworks, while valuable, may benefit from incorporating alternative philosophical traditions such
as Daoism, which emphasize relationality, humility, and alignment with natural systems. This broader
philosophical integration allows for a more pluralistic understanding of technology ethics in a
globalized digital environment.

In conclusion, Daoist philosophy provides a meaningful and philosophically grounded
contribution to the discourse on Artificial Intelligence. It encourages a rethinking of technology not as
a mechanism of domination and total optimization, but as a participatory element within a dynamic
and interconnected natural order. Future research may further explore how Daoist principles can be
operationalized in specific Al governance contexts, including algorithmic regulation, environmental Al
policy, and human-centered system design. Such interdisciplinary inquiry has the potential to
contribute to more balanced, sustainable, and ethically responsible technological futures in the digital
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age.
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