Malaysian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (MJSSH) (e-ISSN : 2504-8562)
2026, Volume 11, Issue 10, e004233
DOI: https://doi.org/10.47405/mjssh.v11i10.4233

REVIEW ARTICLE

From Dao to Contemporary Governance: A Conceptual Examination
of Taoist Philosophy and Modern Social Challenges

Zheng Chuanyin!, Norhazlina Binti Husin?"

1Akademi Pengajian Bahasa, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah Alam, 40450 Selangor, Malaysia;
Huainan Normal University, Dongshan West Road, Tianjiaan District, Huainan City, Anhui Province

232001, P.R. China
Email: 12104020@qq.com

2Akademi Pengajian Bahasa, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Shah Alam, 40450 Selangor, Malaysia

Email: norha462@uitm.edu.my

CORRESPONDING
AUTHOR (*):

Norhazlina Binti Husin
(norha462@uitm.edu.my)

KEYWORDS:

Tao Te Ching

Conceptual analysis
Non-coercive governance
Technology ethics

Taoist philosophy

CITATION:

Zheng, C., & Norhazlina, H. (2026). From Dao
to Contemporary Governance: A Conceptual
Examination of Taoist Philosophy and
Modern Social Challenges. Malaysian Journal
of Social Sciences and Humanities (MJSSH),
11(10), e004233.
https://doi.org/10.47405/mjssh.v11i10.4233

ABSTRACT

Against the backdrop of accelerating globalization and
rapid technological transformation, contemporary
societies confront persistent challenges including
ecological degradation, governance inefficiencies, and
ethical dilemmas arising from technological advancement.
This article offers a conceptual analysis of the heuristic
value of Taoist philosophy, as articulated in the Tao Te
Ching, for interpreting and reframing these challenges.
Rather than claiming empirical verification, the study
undertakes a qualitative conceptual inquiry informed by
primary textual exegesis and illustrative comparative
cases. Three domains are examined: ecological ethics,
non-coercive governance, and technology ethics. The
analysis draws on key Taoist concepts—dao fa zi ran (i&
B4R, "the Dao follows the way of nature"), wu wei er
zhi (JC MR, "governance through non-action"), and fan
zhe dao zhi dong (Jx #1822 7], "reversal is the movement
of the Dao")—and connects them to contemporary
debates and practices. The article argues that Taoist
philosophy offers a distinctive conceptual vocabulary for
critiquing anthropocentrism, rethinking the scope of state
intervention, and establishing normative boundaries for
technological development. It contributes to the growing
field of comparative and intercultural philosophy by
demonstrating how classical Chinese thought can be
brought into productive dialogue with modern social
theory. The study does not claim to establish causal
influence between Taoist ideas and contemporary
practices; rather, it develops an interpretive framework
that may inform future empirical and normative research.
Limitations of the analogical method and the need for
more rigorous comparative case documentation are
acknowledged.
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1. Introduction

Since the Industrial Revolution, humanity has harnessed instrumental rationality to
achieve unprecedented material prosperity, yet this progress has concurrently
generated existential predicaments of considerable severity. Global challenges—
including climate change, resource depletion, social fragmentation, and technological
alienation—persistently underscore the unsustainability of a modernity paradigm
centered on anthropocentrism (Chen, 1984; Liu, 2006). In response, scholarly attention
has increasingly turned to traditional Eastern cultural wisdom as a potential source of
conceptual resources for addressing these dilemmas (Ames & Hall, 2003; Moeller,
2006).

As a foundational text of Taoist philosophy, the Tao Te Ching, attributed to Laozi and
composed approximately 2,500 years ago, articulates profound insights into human-
nature, human-society, and human-technology relationships through core concepts
such as dao fa zi ran (J&7% H X, "the Dao follows the way of nature"), wu wei er zhi (Jo N
IMY4, "governance through non-action™), and shou rou chu xia (5¥Z&ALF, "upholding
softness and humility"). While these concepts have been extensively studied in textual
and philosophical scholarship, their relevance to contemporary social dilemmas remains
a subject of ongoing debate, particularly regarding how they might be systematically
connected to modern governance, ecological policy, and technology ethics without
resorting to anachronistic or romanticized readings.

This article addresses three research questions: (1) In what ways can key concepts from
the Tao Te Ching be reconstructed to speak to contemporary social dilemmas? (2) What
conceptual resources does Taoist philosophy offer for critiquing and reframing current
approaches to ecology, governance, and technology? (3) What are the limitations and
risks of applying ancient philosophical concepts to modern contexts, and how can these
be mitigated?

The article's contribution is threefold. First, it offers a conceptually rigorous reading of
the Tao Te Ching that moves beyond both textual exegesis and uncritical application.
Second, it develops an interpretive framework that connects Taoist concepts to three
contemporary domains while acknowledging the hermeneutic distance between ancient
text and modern context. Third, it identifies the limitations of the analogical method and
proposes criteria for more responsible comparative analysis.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews relevant literature on Taoist
philosophy and its modern applications, identifying gaps in existing scholarship. Section
3 outlines the methodology of qualitative conceptual analysis employed in this study.
Section 4 examines dao fa zi ran in relation to ecological ethics, analyzes wu wei er zhi in
relation to governance and explores fan zhe dao zhi dong in relation to technology ethics.
Section 5 discusses the limitations of the analogical method. Section 6 concludes with
implications for future research.

2. Literature Review
Contemporary scholarship on the modern relevance of Taoist thought can be organized

into four thematic strands, each addressing different aspects of the relationship between
Taoist philosophy and contemporary issues.
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2.1 Taoist Philosophy and Ecological Ethics

The first strand concerns Taoist ecological philosophy. Liu (2006 ) conducted
comparative analyses of the concept of ziran (H %%, "nature" or "spontaneity") in the Tao
Te Ching, arguing that it does not refer to the physical natural world but rather denotes
the inherent existential state and developmental laws of all things. This proposition
provides a philosophical foundation for reconfiguring the human-nature relationship
beyond anthropocentrism. Chen (1984) interpreted the Taoist notion of tian ren he
yi (KN4 —, "the unity of heaven and humans"), contending that the Taoist principle
of wan wu tong gui (Ji¥)[Fl5, "all things are equally valuable") can correct the
anthropocentric biases embedded in modern industrial civilization. More recently,
international scholars have begun to engage with Taoist ecology from comparative
perspectives. Zou and Hansen (2024) explored intercultural dialogue between Daoism
and Naess's ecosophy, arguing that Taoist concepts of nature offer a cross-civilizational
value consensus for global ecological governance. Li (2024) proposed Taoist-inspired
principles for sustainability transitions, suggesting that concepts such as wu
wei and ziran can inform contemporary sustainability science.

However, this literature often treats Taoist concepts as timeless wisdom without
adequate attention to historical context or the hermeneutic challenges of applying
ancient categories to modern problems. As Ames and Hall (2003) caution, reading
classical Chinese texts through Western philosophical categories risks distorting their
meaning. A more rigorous approach would acknowledge the interpretive distance
between the text and contemporary application.

2.2 Taoist Political Thought and Non-Coercive Governance

The second strand examines Taoist political thought, particularly the concept of wu
wei (&) and its implications for governance. Liu (2006) analyzed the political
dimensions of the Tao Te Ching, arguing that wu wei does not mean complete inaction
but rather a form of non-coercive governance that allows social processes to unfold
spontaneously. Gao (2004) and Wang (2008) similarly emphasized the minimalist state
implied by Taoist political philosophy.

Internationally, scholars have drawn connections between Taoist governance thought
and contemporary debates on state capacity, regulation, and civil society. However,
much of this literature remains at the level of abstract principle and lacks systematic
engagement with empirical cases of governance. When cases are discussed—such as
Singapore's governance model—they are often presented as illustrations of Taoist
principles without adequate evidence that Taoist thought played any causal role in their
development (Luo, 2013). This raises the question of whether such comparisons are
analytically productive or merely rhetorical.

2.3 Taoist Philosophy and Technology

The third strand, which is the least developed, concerns the relationship between Taoist
philosophy and technology. The Tao Te Ching contains numerous passages that appear
critical of excessive artifice, cleverness, and technological intervention (e.g., Chapter 80's
vision of a "small state with few people"). Some scholars have interpreted these
passages as anticipating contemporary critiques of technological alienation (Li, 2024).
However, systematic engagement with contemporary technology ethics—including Al
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ethics, data governance, and algorithmic accountability—remains rare. Most discussions
remain at the level of general principle rather than concrete analysis of technological
systems, policies, or debates.

2.4 Comparative and Intercultural Philosophy

The fourth strand concerns methodological debates in comparative philosophy. Scholars
such as Ames and Hall (2003) and Moeller (2006) have developed sophisticated
approaches to comparative philosophy that avoid both Orientalist romanticization and
reductive assimilation. These approaches emphasize the importance of understanding
philosophical concepts in their own terms before drawing comparisons, and they
caution against the tendency to read ancient texts as directly anticipating modern
concerns.

2.5 Research Gap and Contribution

Despite the richness of this literature, three gaps remain. First, most studies focus on a
single domain (e.g., ecology or governance) without developing a systematic framework
that can connect multiple domains. Second, when contemporary cases are discussed,
they are often presented as illustrations rather than as objects of rigorous comparative
analysis, and the question of causal influence is rarely addressed. Third, the
methodological challenges of applying ancient philosophical concepts to modern
contexts—including the risks of presentism, anachronism, and romanticization—are
insufficiently theorized.

This article addresses these gaps by developing a systematic conceptual framework that
connects three key Taoist concepts to three contemporary domains, while explicitly
acknowledging the interpretive and methodological limitations of such an approach. It
does not claim to establish empirical causation or to verify the practical applicability of
Taoist wisdom. Rather, it offers a conceptual analysis that aims to clarify the heuristic
value of Taoist philosophy for contemporary thought and to identify directions for
future research.

3. Research Methods
3.1 Research Design

This study employs a qualitative conceptual analysis design with illustrative
comparative cases. The choice of this design reflects the exploratory and interpretive
nature of the research questions. Unlike empirical studies that seek to test hypotheses or
establish causal relationships, this study aims to clarify concepts, reconstruct
philosophical arguments, and explore their implications for contemporary issues
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The design is informed by established approaches in
comparative philosophy (Ames & Hall, 2003; Moeller, 2006) and interpretive social
science (Rabinow & Sullivan, 1987).

3.2 Primary Texts and Translations
The primary text analyzed is the Tao Te Ching. The study consults multiple editions and

translations, including the received Wang Bi edition, the Mawangdui silk manuscript
edition, and the Guodian bamboo slip edition, as well as authoritative English
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translations by Legge (1891), Waley (1934), Lau (1963), and Ames and Hall (2003). The
Chinese text is based on Chen's (1984) annotated edition. Where translations differ
significantly, the study discusses the interpretive implications of these differences.

3.3 Interpretive Approach

The interpretive approach combines close reading of primary texts with engagement
with the Chinese commentarial tradition (including Wang Bi, Heshang Gong, and
contemporary scholars such as Liu Xiaogan) and with contemporary philosophical
debates. The goal is not to recover an "original" or "authentic" meaning—a problematic
notion in hermeneutics (Gadamer, 2004)—but rather to reconstruct concepts in a way
that is both faithful to the text and productive for contemporary thought. This approach
is consistent with the hermeneutic principle that understanding always involves a fusion
of horizons between text and interpreter.

3.4 Selection of Domains

The three domains—ecological ethics, governance, and technology ethics—were
selected based on three criteria: (1) they represent pressing contemporary challenges
that have attracted substantial scholarly and public attention; (2) they correspond to
textual themes in the Tao Te Ching that have been identified as significant in the
commentarial and scholarly literature; and (3) they allow for comparative analysis
across different levels of social organization (human-nature, human-society, human-
technology). These domains are not exhaustive; other areas (e.g., economic ethics,
cultural conflict) could also be analyzed, but the three selected domains provide a
coherent focus for an exploratory study.

3.5 Role of Illustrative Cases

The cases discussed—Denmark's low-carbon communities, Singapore's governance
model, and contemporary Al ethics—serve an illustrative rather than evidentiary
function. They are not presented as "proof" of the practical applicability of Taoist
wisdom, nor is it claimed that these cases were influenced by Taoist philosophy. Rather,
they are used to explore how Taoist concepts might illuminate contemporary practices
and to raise questions about the conditions under which such concepts might be
relevant. The analysis acknowledges that these cases may have multiple interpretations
and that alternative frameworks (e.g., liberal environmentalism, communitarian
governance, or precautionary principle in technology) might offer equally plausible
readings.

3.6 Analytical Procedure

The analysis proceeds in four stages. First, each Taoist concept is reconstructed through
close reading of relevant passages and engagement with the commentarial tradition.
Second, the concept is brought into dialogue with contemporary debates and practices
in the relevant domain. Third, the case is analyzed to identify points of resonance and
tension with the Taoist concept. Fourth, the limitations of the analogy are discussed,
including alternative interpretations and counterarguments. This procedure is designed
to maintain a critical stance throughout, avoiding both uncritical celebration of ancient
wisdom and dismissive rejection of its contemporary relevance.
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3.7 Validity and Credibility

In qualitative conceptual analysis, validity is established through transparency of
interpretation, engagement with counterarguments, and coherence of argumentation
rather than through statistical generalization. This study aims to be transparent about
its interpretive choices, to acknowledge alternative readings, and to present arguments
that are internally coherent and responsive to criticism. The credibility of the analysis
depends on its ability to illuminate the texts and issues under discussion in ways that
are compelling to scholars in relevant fields.

4. Results and Analysis
4.1 Dao Fa Zi Ran (GE¥:£E#R) and Ecological Ethics
4.1.1 The Anthropocentric Roots of Ecological Crisis

The global ecological crisis can be understood, from a Taoist perspective, as a
consequence of humanity's divergence from the Dao—the universal order that governs
all existence. As articulated in Chapter 25 of the Tao Te Ching: "Man models himself on
Earth, Earth on Heaven, Heaven on Dao, and Dao follows the way of nature" ( NiEH, Hh
VAR, RiFIE, 187EHPR). This passage delineates a hierarchical order in which all
entities must conform to their inherent developmental laws.

Modern industrial civilization has been entrenched in the cognitive framework of
"conquering nature," treating the natural world as an inexhaustible reservoir of
resources. This mindset has contributed to systemic ecological breakdowns, including
rising carbon emissions, biodiversity loss, and ecosystem degradation (IPCC, 2023).
According to the IPCC's Sixth Assessment Report, global average temperature has
increased by 1.1°C relative to the pre-industrial period, and without aggressive
mitigation measures, this figure could exceed 2.5°C by the end of the 21st century,
triggering potentially irreversible ecological catastrophes (IPCC, 2023).

4.1.2 Rethinking the Human-Nature Relationship

The Taoist concept of dao fa zi ran suggests an alternative framework for understanding
the human-nature relationship. Rather than positioning humans as masters of nature,
Taoist philosophy emphasizes the importance of aligning human action with the
spontaneous order of the natural world. This does not mean passive submission to
natural forces but rather a form of action that works with, rather than against, natural
processes. As Liu (2006) argues, the Taoist concept of ziran (H%X) does not refer to
the physical natural world but to the inherent existential state and developmental laws
of all things. This distinction is important because it shifts the focus from protecting
"nature” as an external object to aligning human action with the dao—the underlying
order that encompasses both human and non-human realms.

4.1.3 lllustrative Case: Danish Low-Carbon Communities

Denmark's low-carbon community initiatives can be read as a possible illustration of
Taoist ecological principles. The Vesterbro neighborhood in Copenhagen has achieved
significant reductions in energy consumption through integrated measures including
solar panel installation, geothermal system optimization, and building insulation
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retrofitting (Ministry of Ecology and Environment Publicity and Education Center,
2015). The "Sun and Wind Community," a grassroots initiative involving 30 households,
embedded principles of "complying with nature" (i, H%X) into community planning,
design, and construction. Key design features include a 45-degree sloped roof to
maximize solar energy absorption, a 75-cubic-meter underground thermal storage tank
for energy retention, and a 22-meter-tall wind tower meeting 10% of the community's
energy demand.

These features can be interpreted as embodying the Taoist governance principle of
"assisting all things in their natural development without daring to act arbitrarily" (%# /7
Y1z 858, TMABCA). In practice, this translates into frugality in public space design
(intensive allocation of shared facilities), material recycling in community gardens
(closed-loop resource cycling), and collective resident participation (collaborative
maintenance of green spaces). This model appears to transcend the top-down,
government-dominated approach to ecological governance, instead embodying the
Taoist ideal of "Dao always acts through non-action yet accomplishes everything" (&%

TNMTEARD .
4.1.4 Limitations of the Analogy

However, this interpretation must be qualified in several respects. First, there is no
evidence that Danish community designers were influenced by Taoist philosophy. The
resemblance between Danish practices and Taoist principles may be coincidental or may
reflect deeper structural similarities in how sustainable communities organize
themselves. Second, the Danish case is embedded in a specific political, economic, and
cultural context—including a strong welfare state, high levels of social trust, and a
tradition of participatory democracy—that may not be replicable elsewhere. Third, the
case may be better explained by alternative frameworks, such as ecological
modernization theory or environmental governance literature, without invoking Taoist
concepts. The Taoist reading is thus offered as one possible interpretation among
others, not as an exclusive or privileged explanation.

4.1.5 Contemporary Ecological Implications

Despite these limitations, the Taoist concept of dao fa zi ran offers three conceptual
resources for ecological ethics. First, the principle of moderation (%11EA%G, Knowing
when to stop avoids danger) suggests that ecological governance should prioritize
quality of life over quantitative growth. Second, the principle of circularity (f1T %4
Circulating endlessly) provides a philosophical foundation for circular economy models
that transform linear "take-make-waste" systems into closed-loop ecological cycles.
Third, the principle of symbiosis (F1Y%:[F4: Blending light with dust) emphasizes the
interconnectedness of all beings and provides a cross-cultural value consensus for global
ecological governance (Zou & Hansen, 2024).

4.2. Wu Wei Er Zhi (o ATIi6) and Governance
4.2.1 The Dilemma of Over-Governance

Contemporary social governance faces a paradox of "chaos from excessive intervention":
overly intrusive policies stifle social vitality, while inadequate oversight leads to
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disorder. Chapter 57 of the Tao Te Ching diagnoses this alienation: "The more taboos
there are in the world, the poorer the people will be; the more sharp weapons the people
have, the more confused the state will become; the more cunning skills people possess,
the more strange things will emerge; the more elaborate the laws and regulations, the

more thieves and robbers there will be" (K T2 @i, MERFRIA; REHME, EXREE
s N2, Wi, 5%, WIW£4H). This critique resonates with
contemporary governance challenges: complex regulations breed evasive behaviors,
intrusive monitoring erodes public trust, and rigid management exacerbates social
antagonism (Gao, 2004; Yan, 2013).

4.2.2 Rethinking the Scope of State Intervention

The Taoist concept of wu wei er zhi offers a framework for rethinking the scope and
nature of state intervention. Rather than advocating complete inaction, wu wei suggests
a form of governance that aligns with the spontaneous order of society, intervening only
when necessary and in ways that support rather than supplant social self-organization.
This resonates with contemporary debates on state capacity, regulation, and civil
society, though it does not map neatly onto any existing political ideology. As Liu (2006)
notes, wu wei is not a recipe for minimal government but a principle for governing in
accordance with the nature of things.

4.2.3 Illustrative Case: Singapore's Governance Model

Singapore's governance model can be read as a possible illustration of Taoist wu
wei principles. Three dimensions are particularly relevant. First, "teaching without
words" (ANFZ# in rule design: Singapore employs targeted enforcement to guide
behavior rather than one-size-fits-all prohibitions. For example, it does not ban bicycles
on roads but imposes caning penalties for serious violations; it permits street vending
but levies heavy fines for non-compliance with hygiene standards. This aligns with
Chapter 23: "A violent wind does not last for a whole morning; a sudden rain does not
last for the entire day" (SAXANZEH, FRFIAZH).

Second, "governing a large state is like cooking small fish" (J&KEZE Z/ME) in
intervention strategy: Singapore adopts a prudent stance toward market activities,
refraining from arbitrary access barriers while imposing severe penalties for violations.
This strategy—"non-interference in normal activities, severe punishment for
transgressions"—can be interpreted as realizing the Taoist ideal of "by acting through
non-action, everything can be governed" (AT A, NMFILAIE).

Third, "taking the people's will as one's own will" (PLFZk0r A0 in people-centered
governance: The Singaporean government prioritizes public input, treating citizens'
needs as the basis for policy formulation. This echoes Chapter 49: “The sage has no
fixed will; he takes the will of the people as his own will" (FE AT L, PAE O ALD).

4.2.4 Counterarguments and Limitations

However, interpreting Singapore's governance through Taoist wu wei raises significant
concerns. Singapore is often described as a "soft authoritarian” or "illiberal democracy"
that maintains tight control over civil liberties, political opposition, and the media.
Strong regulation, surveillance, and punitive enforcement are central to its governance
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model. It is questionable whether such practices are compatible with wu wei, which
emphasizes non-coercive governance and respect for spontaneous social order. A more
plausible reading is that Singapore combines elements of both Taoist and Legalist
governance, with the latter (emphasizing law, punishment, and state power) arguably
playing a more prominent role. The Taoist interpretation may thus romanticize aspects
of Singapore's governance that are fundamentally at odds with wu wei.

Moreover, like the Danish case, there is no evidence that Singapore's governance was
influenced by Taoist philosophy. The resemblance between Singapore's practices and
Taoist principles may reflect functional imperatives of governing a small, multi-ethnic
city-state rather than philosophical influence. The Taoist reading should therefore be
offered as one possible interpretation among others, not as an authoritative explanation.

4.2.5 Implications for Governance Modernization

Despite these limitations, the Taoist concept of wu wei er zhi offers three conceptual
resources for governance theory. First, "upholding weakness and using softness" (~}Z
FH55) suggests that flexible rules may be more effective than mandatory orders in
guiding social behavior. Second, "knowing when to stop avoids danger" (K11EA%5)
provides a rationale for limiting state power and defining the boundaries of government
intervention. Third, "self-transformation and self-correction” (HE{LH 1) emphasizes
the importance of nurturing social self-governance and citizen participation,
transcending the binary opposition of "government vs. market" (Meng, 2001).

4.3 Fan Zhe Dao Zhi Dong ([x#1E2.3))) and Technology Ethics
4.3.1 The Dilemma of Technological Alienation

Emerging technologies—such as artificial intelligence, gene editing, and ubiquitous data
collection—have brought unprecedented convenience but also triggered profound
ethical concerns: algorithmic bias may exacerbate social inequality, data abuse threatens
privacy, and technological monopolies may constrain human autonomy (Li, 2024). The
Taoist dialectical principle of "reversal is the movement of Dao" (X #FHIEZ 5))) offers a
distinctive lens for understanding this paradox: when any phenomenon develops to an
extreme, it reverses direction. Without restraint, technological progress may ultimately
contradict human well-being.

4.3.2 Taoist Concepts and Contemporary Al Ethics

Contemporary Al ethics debates can be illuminated by three Taoist concepts. First,
impartiality: "Heaven and Earth are impartial; they treat all things as straw dogs" (Kt
A=, CLTI¥IA“40). This suggests that high-quality Al systems must eliminate
biases—for example, loan-evaluation Al should focus solely on repayment capacity, and
recruitment algorithms should exclude discriminatory parameters. This "impartial

design" can be read as operationalizing the Taoist principle of equality (Chen, 1984; Li,
2024).

Second, flexibility: "Being empty yet inexhaustible; moving yet producing more" (51 A
J#, FNMAH). Laozi used the bellows as a metaphor to illustrate the value of
"emptiness” (kF)—the capacity to accommodate diversity. Navigation Al that offers
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multiple route options, or smart home devices that allow user customization, can be
read as embodying this principle. Such "flexible design" avoids the deprivation of human
autonomy by technology.

Third, moderation: "Excessive words lead to exhaustion; it is better to keep to the
middle way" (£ 5 %735, Aun5FH). Overly verbose voice assistants may irritate users,
while concise, accurate customer service Al may be more effective. This illustrates the
Taoist principle that "words have a purpose, and actions have a master" (5 A 5%, FH
A ) , correcting the tendency toward "function expansion” in technological
development.

4.3.3 Limitations and Counterarguments

However, these interpretations must be advanced with caution. First, the Al ethics
examples are generic and lack specific cases, datasets, or policy documents. A more
rigorous analysis would examine concrete Al systems, regulatory frameworks, and
ethical debates. Second, the connection between Taoist concepts and Al ethics is
analogical rather than historical; there is no evidence that Al ethicists have been
influenced by Taoist philosophy. Third, alternative ethical frameworks—such as
deontological ethics, consequentialism, or virtue ethics—may offer more precise and
actionable guidance for Al ethics. The Taoist reading should thus be presented as one
possible perspective among others, not as a superior or exclusive approach.

4.3.4 Implications for Technology Ethics

Despite these limitations, the Taoist concept of fan zhe dao zhi dong offers three
normative criteria for guiding technological development. First, technological modesty

(5125 contentment avoids disgrace) reminds humanity to set boundaries for
technological advancement, acknowledging that not everything that can be done should
be done. Second, gradual iteration (#)H:|Z& when things are strong, they begin to grow
old ) suggests that technological innovation should avoid "great leap forward"
approaches and adopt a more incremental, precautionary approach. Third, people-
centered technology (i1 LA A regarding the humble as the foundation of the noble)
implies that technology should serve ordinary people rather than elite interests,
safeguarding the digital rights of vulnerable groups.

5. Discussion

The analysis presented in this article has employed an analogical method—connecting
Taoist concepts to contemporary domains through interpretive reconstruction. While
this method has heuristic value, it also carries significant risks that must be
acknowledged. First, there is the risk of presentism: reading modern concerns into
ancient texts that may not have addressed them. The Tao Te Ching was written in a
specific historical context (Warring States China) and addressed specific political and
philosophical problems. While its concepts may have broader relevance, this relevance
cannot be assumed without careful argumentation.

Second, there is the risk of anachronism: attributing to ancient authors ideas that they
could not have possessed. Laozi could not have anticipated Al, climate change, or
modern governance. The claim that his ideas "apply" to these phenomena requires
careful qualification. Third, there is the risk of romanticization: presenting Taoist
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wisdom as a panacea for modern problems while ignoring its limitations, internal
tensions, and potentially problematic implications (e.g., the Tao Te Ching's apparent
advocacy of political quietism or its ambivalence toward technological progress).

Fourth, there is the problem of evidence: the cases discussed in this article (Denmark,
Singapore, Al ethics) are not systematically documented as instances of Taoist influence.
They are illustrative rather than evidentiary, and the analysis does not establish causal
relationships. Fifth, there is the issue of comparability: the three cases operate at
different levels (community, state, global technology sector) and are embedded in
different political, economic, and cultural contexts. Comparing them through a single
philosophical framework may obscure important differences.

These limitations do not invalidate the analysis, but they do require that its claims be
appropriately modest. The article does not argue that Taoist philosophy "solves"
contemporary dilemmas or that its application is straightforward. Rather, it argues that
Taoist concepts offer a distinctive vocabulary for interpreting and critiquing
contemporary practices, and that engagement with these concepts may enrich
contemporary debates. This is a claim about heuristic value, not about empirical
causation or normative superiority.

6. Conclusion

This article has offered a conceptual analysis of the contemporary applicability of
philosophical wisdom from the Tao Te Ching. Through the reconstruction of three key
concepts—dao fa zi ran, wu wei er zhi, and fan zhe dao zhi dong—and their application to
three contemporary domains—ecological ethics, governance, and technology ethics—
the article has sought to demonstrate the heuristic value of Taoist philosophy for
interpreting and reframing modern social dilemmas.

The analysis suggests that Taoist concepts offer distinctive resources for critiquing
anthropocentrism, rethinking the scope of state intervention, and establishing
normative boundaries for technological development. These resources do not provide
ready-made solutions to contemporary problems, but they do offer a conceptual
vocabulary that can enrich and complicate contemporary debates. In this sense, the
article contributes to the growing field of comparative and intercultural philosophy by
demonstrating how classical Chinese thought can be brought into productive dialogue
with modern social theory.

However, the article has also acknowledged significant limitations. The analogical
method employed here carries risks of presentism, anachronism, and romanticization.
The cases discussed are illustrative rather than evidentiary, and the analysis does not
establish causal relationships. The claims advanced are therefore modest: Taoist
philosophy offers a potentially valuable perspective on contemporary dilemmas, but its
application requires careful attention to historical context, interpretive difference, and
the limitations of the analogical method.

Future research could address these limitations in several ways. First, empirical studies
could investigate whether and how Taoist concepts have influenced contemporary
practices in ecology, governance, and technology. Second, comparative case studies
could examine multiple instances of "Taoist-inspired" practices to identify patterns and
variations. Third, normative research could develop more precise criteria for evaluating
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the relevance and applicability of ancient concepts to modern contexts. Fourth,
interdisciplinary  collaboration between philosophers, social scientists, and
policymakers could explore how Taoist concepts might inform practical decision-
making without falling into the traps of romanticization or anachronism.

In an era of globalization, the Taoist worldview—"Governing the world with Dao, and
ghosts lose their miraculous power" (LLERZ KT, H B AFH) —offers a reminder that
human flourishing depends on aligning human action with the broader order of nature
and society. This insight, however imperfectly articulated, may be one of the enduring
contributions of Taoist philosophy to contemporary thought.

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, it focuses on three
domains—ecology, governance, and technology—and does not address other pressing
issues such as cultural conflict, economic inequality, or public health. Future research
could expand the scope to explore Taoist wisdom's implications for these areas. Second,
the study relies on secondary case data and does not collect original empirical evidence.
Primary fieldwork—including interviews with community stakeholders, policymakers,
and technology developers—could enhance the depth and credibility of future analyses.
Third, the study does not systematically investigate whether Taoist concepts have
influenced the cases discussed; the connection is interpretive rather than causal. Future
research could employ process tracing or archival methods to examine the actual
influence of Taoist ideas on contemporary practices. Fourth, the study does not fully
address tensions and contradictions within Taoist thought (e.g., between quietism and
engagement, between individual cultivation and social responsibility). Future research
could explore these tensions more thoroughly. Fifth, the study is limited by its reliance
on English and Chinese sources; engagement with scholarship in other languages (e.g.,
Japanese, Korean, German) could enrich the analysis. Finally, the study's normative
claims are modest and exploratory; future research could develop more rigorous criteria
for evaluating the relevance and applicability of ancient philosophical concepts to
contemporary dilemmas.
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