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Daoist ‘Wu Weiʼ and Kantian Moral Philosophy: A 
Philosophical Inquiry into Moral Agency

Ven. Kotapola Sudassana1

Introduction

Moral agency remains a central topic in philosophy. It explores how 
human beings make choices and take responsibility for their actions. This research 
compares two major traditions: the ancient Chinese philosophy of Daoism and 
the modern Western philosophy of Immanuel Kant. Daoism introduces ‘Wu Wei’ 
which translates to effortless action or non-action. It suggests that humans should 
align their behaviour with the natural flow of the universe. In contrast Immanuel 
Kant argues that moral actions must be driven by pure reason and a strict sense 
of duty. Kant believes that emotions and natural desires often interfere with 
true moral choices. These two systems appear to be in direct opposition. One 
promotes natural spontaneity while the other demands strict rational control. 
This study explores both perspectives to understand how they define a good life. 
By comparing them we learn more about the complexities of human behavior. 
The study presents these ideas using simple language to ensure accessibility. 
The ultimate goal is to determine if these contrasting views can offer a unified 
understanding of moral agency. The concept of Wu Wei does not mean doing 
nothing. It means acting without forcing an outcome. A person practicing Wu 
Wei responds naturally to situations without overthinking or attempting to control 
every detail. They trust the natural order known as the Dao. This creates a peaceful 
and harmonious way of living. Conversely Kantian ethics requires intense mental 
effort. Kant states that humans must follow universal moral laws that apply to 
everyone at all times. A person must act according to these laws out of a sense of 
duty while ignoring personal feelings. Kant calls this the categorical imperative. 
It is a strict rule that guides all moral decisions. The contrast between effortless 
action and strict duty provides a rich area for philosophical investigation.

Objectives

The primary objective of this research is to critically evaluate and synthesize 
the concepts of moral agency in Daoist philosophy and Kantian ethics in order to 
formulate an integrative framework for moral decision-making. To achieve this 
overriding objective the study first explicates Wu Wei as an effortless mode of 
moral action and contrasts it with Immanuel Kant’s conception of duty derived 
from pure reason. Secondly the research analyses the fundamental divergences 
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between intuitive spontaneity and deliberate rational control. Thirdly the study 
identifies essential points of convergence between both traditions particularly 
their shared commitment to freeing human agency from egoistic desires through 
self-transcendence. Fourthly the inquiry evaluates the practical limitations of 
applying either philosophical system in isolation. Ultimately the research seeks 
to demonstrate how the intuitive harmony of Daoism and the rational duty of 
Kantianism can be practically integrated to form a balanced and holistic paradigm 
of moral agency.

Methodology

This study uses a qualitative research design based on a comprehensive 
literature review and comparative philosophical analysis. The primary source 
for understanding Daoism is the Daodejing attributed to Laozi. For Kantian 
philosophy the primary source is the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. 
After gathering data the research employs a comparative method to evaluate both 
philosophies side by side. The framework focuses on three main areas: the source 
of moral rules, the role of human emotion, and the ultimate goal of moral behavior. 
Secondary sources including academic journals and philosophical commentaries 
are used to provide modern context and clarify difficult concepts. The analysis 
strictly adheres to logical reasoning to ensure both systems are represented fairly.

Results

The research reveals profound differences between Daoist and Kantian 
views on moral agency. In Kantian philosophy moral agency is active and 
deliberate. Kant argues that humans must consciously choose to obey moral laws 
using pure reason. A Kantian agent must suppress desires that conflict with duty. 
The moral worth of an action depends entirely on the intention behind it. If an 
action is done simply because it feels good it lacks true moral value for Kant. 
This approach demands a high level of self-discipline and logical thought. In 
contrast Daoism characterizes true moral agency by Wu Wei. The Daoist agent 
does not rely on strict rules or calculations. They cultivate deep sensitivity to their 
environment and allow their actions to flow naturally. The research shows that 
Daoism views rigid moral rules as potentially artificial and sources of conflict. 
The highest form of goodness is spontaneous and effortless. It is similar to water 
flowing down a mountain. This approach values intuition over logic and embraces 
natural inclinations rather than suppressing them. Despite these differences both 
philosophies aim to free human beings from selfishness and chaotic desires. Kant 
achieves this by submitting to the universal laws of reason. Daoism achieves it 
by surrendering to the natural flow of the universe. Both systems demand self- 
transcendence. While their methods are opposite their desired outcome is similar. 
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Both aim to create a human being who is not driven by petty motives. They 
envision a life guided by a higher principle whether that is Reason or the Dao.

Discussion and Conclusion

This extended abstract has explored two very different approaches to 
moral agency. It compared the Daoist concept of effortless action with Immanuel 
Kant’s theory of rational duty. The study clearly demonstrated that these two 
philosophies offer opposing views on how humans should make moral choices. 
Kant demands that we use our intellect to formulate strict universal rules. We 
must then force ourselves to follow these rules regardless of how we feel. Daoism 
suggests that such rigid thinking is exactly what causes problems in the world. 
Instead we should stop overthinking and learn to act intuitively in harmony with 
nature.

The discussion highlights that neither approach is entirely perfect on its 
own. Kant gives us a strong framework for justice and fairness. His philosophy 
ensures that everyone is treated equally under universal laws. However his 
complete dismissal of human emotion makes his system difficult to practice 
in daily life. Daoism provides a beautiful vision of a peaceful and stress free 
existence. It teaches us how to avoid unnecessary conflict and live gracefully. Yet 
its lack of clear rules makes it difficult to apply to complex modern problems. 
If a society faces a major crisis simply waiting for the natural flow might not be 
enough. Active rational intervention might be required.

In conclusion this research suggests that moral agency is a complex 
phenomenon. It cannot be fully captured by a single philosophical system. Both 
Kant and Daoism offer valuable insights into human nature. Kant correctly 
identifies our unique ability to reason and make deliberate choices. Daoism 
correctly identifies our deep connection to the natural world and the power of 
intuition. A complete understanding of moral agency must involve both active 
reason and natural spontaneity. We must know when to apply strict rules and 
when to let things flow naturally. Future research should focus on how these 
two perspectives can be practically integrated. We need to develop an ethical 
framework that values both logical duty and effortless harmony. This will 
help individuals live lives that are both morally upright and deeply peaceful. 
By continuing to study these ancient and modern philosophies we can better 
understand ourselves and our place in the universe. We can learn to make choices 
that promote both justice and natural harmony.
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