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Abstract: This article explores the evolving role of artificial intelligence (AI) as a paternalistic force and its impli‑
cations for liberal autonomy in the digital age. It reframes AI not merely as a tool or threat, but as a socio‑technical
agentwhose influence emerges through behavioral guidance, manipulation, and decision‑making structures. Draw‑
ing on philosophical, sociological, and technological perspectives, the paper introduces the concept of liberating pa‑
ternalism to describe how AI systems subtly reshape human autonomy through voluntary interaction. It identifies
four keymechanisms of influence: nudging,manipulation, agency delegation, and ambient governance. Rather than
opposing liberal values outright, AI paternalism emerges through widespread reliance on algorithmic systems that
structure everyday decisions. This development may signal a potential shift in how autonomy is exercised within
liberal societies, raising questions about whether algorithmic governance is gradually reshaping classical liberal
assumptions about individual decision‑making. Positioned at the intersection of political philosophy and technol‑
ogy ethics, the paper challenges binary framings of freedom and control. It argues that AI‑driven paternalism is not
imposed but co‑constructed, shaped by the user’s needs for well‑being, survival, and cognitive ease. In doing so, it
highlights the urgency of developing new frameworks that address the ethical, behavioral, and structural dimen‑
sions of autonomy in algorithmic societies.
Keywords: Artificial Intelligence; Human Autonomy; Paternalism; Liberalism; AI Paternalism; Decision‑Making

1. Introduction
Paternalism by artificial intelligence (AI) in human decision‑making represents an emerging and ethically com‑

plex frontier. It raises foundational questions about autonomy, control, and the evolving relationship between hu‑
mans and technology [1]. Unlike traditional forms of paternalism, which are typically exercised by institutions,
states, or individuals. The concept of liberating paternalism is to describe a new form of parental influence emerg‑
ing in AI‑mediated environments. It refers to a situation where individuals voluntarily delegate portions of their
decision‑making autonomy to algorithmic systems in exchange for enhanced cognitive efficiency, convenience, or
well‑being.
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AI systems guide or structure human decisions through data‑driven prompts, such as healthcare, finance, gov‑
ernance, and digital services, its role in shaping human choices has moved from supportive to directive [2]. What
distinguishes this new form of technological paternalism is not only its non‑human origin but also its subtlety and
scalability. AI systems can influence decisions at an individual and societal level without explicit coercion, often
under the guise of personalization, optimization, or efficiency.

Since 2022, the academic discussion on AI or technological paternalism has grown, yet it remains fragmented
and largely technical. Most studies focus on machine learning architecture, human‑computer interaction, or regu‑
latory oversight [3–7]. Far fewer address the philosophical and social consequences of surrendering autonomy to
algorithmic authority. This gap is particularly striking when viewed through the lens of freedom: Do humans, in
pursuit of convenience and efficiency, willingly cede autonomy to AI systems? If so, what does this say about human
nature in the digital age?

This paper seeks to fill that gap by offering a new philosophical and social interpretation of AI paternalism.
Drawing on the concept of liberating paternalism [8], aswell as contemporary debates on decision‑making between
human agency and machine intervention [9], it proposes that AI introduces a novel form of governance, one that
is neither democratic nor authoritarian, but algorithmic. Unlike traditional power structures (e.g., state‑citizen,
boss‑subordinate, rich‑poor), AI lacks human motives or biases, making its interventions seemingly neutral, even
benevolent. However, this neutrality is precisely what demands critical examination: Is it truly free of conflict, or
does it simply mask a new kind of dependency?

This paper does not attempt to provide an empirical measurement of AI paternalism or to demonstrate its
prevalence through surveys or behavioral experiments. Rather, it develops a conceptual framework for understand‑
ing how algorithmic systems may redefine liberalism. The analysis therefore focuses on theoretical interpretation
and illustrative examples. By answering the normative question: What are the implications of paternalism in artifi‑
cial intelligence for the liberal understanding of autonomy and individual decision‑making?

2. Paternalism and AI: A Philosophical Overview
Paternalism, a concept deeply rooted in political philosophy and ethics, involves interference with an individ‑

ual’s freedom or autonomywith the intent of promoting their well‑being or protecting them from harm [10]. While
originally associatedwith familial and state authority, paternalism has re‑emerged inmodern contexts, particularly
in debates surrounding AI.We attempt to explore the philosophical evolution of paternalism, its tensionwith liberal
ideals, and its reconfiguration in the age of intelligent systems. The aim is to critically examine whether AI repre‑
sents a new form of paternalism, one that is neither political, familial, nor religious, but systemically integrated and
often willingly embraced by individuals.

Modern philosophical discussions on paternalism often point to the superiority assumption, the belief that the
intervening agent knows what is better for another person [9,11]. Grill (2012) [12] emphasizes that paternalism
assumes a moral or intellectual hierarchy, whereby the agent imposes their judgment on others.

Dworkin (1972) [13] defines paternalism as “an interference with a person’s freedom of action justified by
reasons referring exclusively to thewell‑being, interests, or values of thepersonbeing interferedwith.” This framing
underscores the ethical dilemma at the core of paternalism: the conflict between individual freedom and external
intervention.

In contrast to paternalism, liberal political theory prioritizes individual autonomy, defined as the capacity for
rational self‑governance and decision‑making. Philosophers from the Enlightenment period, such as Immanuel
Kant and John Stuart Mill, championed personal freedom as a cornerstone of human dignity and societal progress.

Kant (1785) [14] argued that to be autonomous is to “give oneself the law” to act based on rational principles
chosen freely. This idea later evolved to include not only universal law but also one’s genuine inclinations and
personal goals [15]. In Mill’s vision, autonomy is not only a psychological ideal but also a normative imperative:
individuals must be free to live according to their own values, and others must respect this freedom [16]. This is
called Classical liberalism (negative freedom from interference). But there are contemporary liberalisms such as
Welfare liberalism (positive freedom to achieve capabilities) [17], and Rawlsian liberalism (fair equality of oppor‑
tunity) [18]. Each would generate different analyses of AI’s impact.

Liberalism thus stands in philosophical opposition to paternalism, viewing it as an unjustified restriction on
autonomy. However, this opposition has never been absolute.
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In the 21st century, a new dimension of paternalism is emerging through the rise of AI systems. Increasingly,
individuals depend onmachines to guide decisions in areas ranging fromhealth and finance to education and social
interactions [19]. As this dependence deepens, concerns about the autonomy of machines vs. the autonomy of
humans become more urgent [15].

The discussion at hand is that of classical liberalism. The literature review focuses on the ethical problems of
artificial intelligence undermining autonomy, a negative intervention as highlighted in the literature, as youwill see
in this paper. While AI may offer positive freedom in achieving capabilities and equal opportunities, this does not
mean it plays a role in decision‑making, direction, or manipulation, as we shall see.

Thus, liberating paternalism operates through voluntary technological dependence rather than the imposition
of authority. AI‑driven systems influence users subtly and pervasively, often without explicit coercion. Through
algorithmic nudging, personalized recommendations, and behavioral predictions, AI systems steer users toward
particular actions, framing them as beneficial [20, 21]. This raises critical questions about consent, agency, and
responsibility [22–24].

We argue that this phenomenon represents a newpaternalism, distinct fromearlier political or familialmodels.
Here, the authority is not enforced by the state or a parent, but by a digital system that users oftenwillingly embrace,
trusting it to guide or enhance their decision‑making [21,25].

This shift invites a deeper philosophical inquiry: Do humans genuinely desire full autonomy, or do they seek
structured guidance, even if it comes from machines? While liberal classical emphasizes freedom and self‑rule,
behavioral science has shown that many individuals prefer comfort, predictability, and ease over the cognitive load
of constant decision‑making [26]. AI, in this regard, becomes not merely a tool but a benevolent guide‑an invisible
hand gently shaping behavior.

The term may appear paradoxical because paternalism traditionally implies a restriction of autonomy. How‑
ever, in AI contexts, paternalistic guidance can simultaneously reduce cognitive burdens and expand individuals’
practical capabilities, enabling them to navigate complex information environments more effectively. In this sense,
paternalistic intervention is experienced not as domination but as functional liberation from the limits of human
cognitive capacity.

However, most existing literature treats AI paternalism as either an ethical dilemma or a governance
issue [4,7,9,27]. Our paper reframes AI paternalism as a social structure in liberal culture, introducing the idea
of “liberating paternalism” and presenting it not merely as a threat to autonomy, but as a voluntarily accepted social
evolution. This framing adds philosophical and sociological depth that goes beyond technical or policy‑oriented
analyses.

This concept differs from libertarian paternalism, developed by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein. Libertarian
paternalism refers to institutional design strategies that guide individuals toward choices that enhance their well‑
beingwhile formally preserving freedom of choice. These interventions are typically implemented by governments
or organizations through policy tools such as indirect guidance and choice engineering [7,20].

In contrast, liberating paternalismdescribes a socio‑technological condition rather than a policy tool. Paternal‑
istic influence arises from the ongoing interactionwith artificial intelligence systems that users voluntarily adopt in
their daily lives. Instead of top‑down intervention by policymakers, liberating paternalism emerges from bottom‑
up technological adoption, where individuals voluntarily integrate algorithmic guidance into their decision‑making
processes.

3. AI and Nudging
Nudging, a concept introduced by Thaler and Sunstein (2008) [20], is a behavioral science strategy used to

influence individuals’ choices without restricting their freedom of choice. By altering the environment or how op‑
tions are presented, nudges encourage people to make decisions that align with their best interests and societal
welfare. Although initially applied in fields like public policy and marketing, it has expanded into various domains,
most notably, digital technology and AI.

In terms of theoretical foundations. At its core, nudging reflects a form of liberating paternalism: it attempts
to steer individuals toward beneficial behavior while preserving freedom of choice [8]. Examples include placing
healthier foods at eye level or posting graphic images on cigarette packages to discourage smoking. The individual
remains autonomous, but the design of the environment encourages certain behaviors over others. In this context,
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paternalism does not equate to coercion but is instead rooted in the belief that institutions or technologies can
support better decision‑making by aligning individual choices with long‑term well‑being.

With the rise of AI, nudging has entered a new era. AI systems, by analyzing large volumes of behavioral data,
can anticipate user preferences and guide actions in subtle ways. From recommending products on e‑commerce
sites to optimizing navigation routes through real‑time data (e.g., GoogleMaps), AI systems continuously shape user
behavior without explicit directives.

For example, smart assistants such as Alexa and Siri are designed to remember users’ routines, helping them
manage tasks more efficiently andmake smarter choices. Platforms like Spotify, Pandora, and Netflix curate recom‑
mendations based on previous user behavior, nudging users toward specific content. Even something as mundane
as autocorrect in word processors can be seen as a form of nudging, helping users make “better” choices in writing,
while still allowing them to ignore suggestions [22].

This seamless integration of AI into daily life supports the idea of “liberating paternalism” [21,28]. Formosa
(2021) [15] argues that AI‑enabled nudging is especially prominent in digital marketing, where attention is a valu‑
able and contested resource. AI tools help marketers analyze user engagement, optimize email campaigns, and
personalize advertisements for specific demographics. These tools do not force users to engage, but they signif‑
icantly shape consumption behavior by presenting tailored content that appeals to psychological and emotional
triggers. Kühler (2022) [4] similarly points out that health applications embody a form of benevolent paternalism
by promoting exercise, balanced diets, and proper sleep patterns‑forms of nudging that support individual wellbe‑
ing without undermining freedom of choice.

However, the integration of AI in behavioral guidance raises ethical questions around autonomy and control.
Laitinen and Sahlgren (2021) [29] emphasize that the justification for nudging should be grounded in its potential
benefits or harms. For instance, nudging someone to choose a healthier meal is far less consequential than nudg‑
ing someone to accept a medical diagnosis generated by an AI system. Transparency, respect for autonomy, and
alignment with the individual’s interests are necessary for such interventions to be ethically acceptable.

Moreover, Formosa (2021) [15] goes further to argue that social robots function as “relational artifacts” be‑
cause they simulate having mental states. This anthropomorphic design fosters natural and intuitive interactions,
leading users to treat robots as partners rather than tools, thus deepening the impact of AI‑enabled nudging.

AI has transformed nudging from a policy tool into a pervasive, interactive presence in daily life. From smart
assistants and shopping algorithms to personalized healthcare and emotional support systems, AI shapes human
behavior through subtle environmental cues and personalized guidance. While this shift raises ethical concerns, it
also opens new opportunities for promoting individual and collective well‑being. The future of nudging may lie in
empowering individuals with transparent, adaptive, and user‑centered technologies that respect autonomy while
offering meaningful support, a new model of digital paternalism grounded in freedom, not control.

4. Manipulation and AI
Manipulation is closely tied to the concept of paternalism, particularly within the context of behavioral or ne‑

oliberal paternalism, which influences individuals’ choices indirectly. It refers to shaping people’s decisions or
behaviors without their full awareness or explicit consent, often by subtly altering how information is presented
or by modifying the surrounding environment, commonly known as “choice architecture” [26]. Unlike coercion or
prohibition, manipulation works through less visible mechanisms, and is often employed in nudging strategies to
guide individuals toward what is presumed to be in their best interest [30]. Marketing, for instance, uses manipu‑
lation to promote specific products or services. Similarly, governments may use manipulation to influence public
consciousness, steering societal attention away from sensitive issues to preserve social and political stability. If
nudging targets’ behavioral outcomes, manipulation goes a step further by shaping individuals’ perceptions and
awareness, subtly influencing what they focus on and how they think.

This concept becomes even more powerful with the rise of AI, which can influence decision‑making using per‑
sonal and behavioral data. AI technologies are nowwidely deployed to build personalized environments that subtly
shape user behavior through forms of digital manipulation or deception [31].

Although some scholars, such as Krpan and Urbanı́k (2024) [32], suggest that AI could support liberal values
by enabling more autonomous decision‑making, they also acknowledge that AI can serve conflicting purposes. In
the same work, they caution that corporations collecting behavioral data through self‑quantification, virtual and
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augmented reality, and various sensors may use this data to subconsciously steer consumers toward products or
decisions they might not have otherwise made. On the surface, such technologies may promote pluralism and free
choice, but in reality, they often reflect the interests of those who control technology not the users themselves.

Sunstein (2023) [7] warns that designers of “choice engines” may act in self‑interest or with manipulative
intent. Rather than addressing users’ cognitive biases, such systems may exploit them, raising serious ethical con‑
cerns. One prominent form of AI‑driven manipulation is predictive marketing. Through machine learning, com‑
panies analyze historical data to anticipate market trends and adjust their strategies accordingly [5]. Platforms
like Amazon and Netflix use this approach to offer personalized recommendations in real time, shaping consumer
behavior based on prior interactions [2,33].

Another critical area of concern is deceptive media, particularly deepfakes. AI‑generated videos, images, or
audio can convincingly depict people saying or doing things that never occurred, spreading false information and
influencing public opinion [34]. These techniques manipulate users either by presenting entirely fabricated con‑
tent [28] or by crafting persuasive narratives that align with commercial or political goals [27].

While AI‑driven manipulation may appear to preserve user autonomy by allowing individuals to accept or re‑
ject suggestions, it often functions within the framework of liberating paternalism, subtly guiding decision‑making
without removing freedom of choice. This raises important questions about transparency, consent, and the long‑
term impact of AI on human autonomy.

5. AI Paternalism and Decision‑Making
The rise of AI has introduced new forms of intervention in individuals’ decision‑making, often justified as ben‑

efiting users but potentially occurring at the expense of personal autonomy [13,35,36].
While paternalism has long been debated in democratic societies that prize individual freedom and limited

state intervention [37], the increasing reliance on AI to support or even replace human decisions signals a new
phase in this debate. Whether in health, finance, education, or daily life, AI now plays a role that can both empower
and constrain human agency, reshaping the very fabric of liberal decision‑making.

Unlike traditional paternalistic actors, states or companies, AI does not impose decisions through force. In‑
stead, it uses nudging, manipulation and data‑driven influence to guide user behavior as we explained [7]. AI sys‑
tems collect and analyze vast amounts of personal data to make predictions about user preferences, emotions, and
behaviors [2]. In marketing, finance, and health, AI offers suggestions that are often accepted without question,
simply because they are accurate, fast, and convenient [15,33]. As a result, users willingly surrender aspects of
their autonomy in exchange for efficiency and reduced decision‑making burdens.

John Danaher (2016) [33] introduces the concept of “algocracy”, a system of governance in which algorithmic
processes, rather than human deliberation, become the foundation of decision‑making. In such systems, algorithms
don’t just assist in choices, they structure the very environment in which choices are made. They organize data, set
priorities, and even dictate behavioral norms, often without transparency. This form of governance risks distanc‑
ing humans from meaningful engagement with the systems that shape their lives, raising urgent questions about
accountability, control, and democratic participation.

These decisions are made not under duress, but because AI offers faster, more precise, and less effortful alter‑
natives. This voluntary dependence complicates the liberal notion of autonomy as self‑governance and informed
choice. Instead, we see a new model emerging one in which autonomy is redefined through collaboration with
digital tools, not independent from them.

The medical field offers a revealing case study of AI’s paternalistic role. Traditionally, medical paternalism
involved doctors making decisions for patients, sometimes without fully involving them, on the assumption that
the doctor knows best [11,12,38]. Liberal critics argue for patient participation in healthcare choices, emphasizing
the value of experiential insight [39]. However, with the introduction of AI diagnostic and predictive tools, a new
dynamic has emerged: AI now exercises paternalism over both the doctor and the patient.

Doctors increasingly rely onAI‑generateddata tomake clinical decisions [40], andpatients are guidedbyhealth
apps and smart devices that offer personalizedmedical advice [3,4]. While AImay improve accuracy, it also reduces
the space for dialogue, empathy, and individualized judgment, raising concerns about over‑dependence and ethical
safeguards [5].

In the marketing world, AI’s role in decision‑making is more overtly commercial but no less paternalistic.
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Through predictive analytics, AI processes enormous datasets to segment consumers, anticipate trends, and per‑
sonalize advertising content [6, 41]. Algorithms analyze browsing history, purchase behavior, and social media
activity to offer product recommendations tailored to individual preferences [29]. While this enhances user expe‑
rience, it also limits consumer choice by creating digital echo chambers that reinforce existing preferences, subtly
steering behavior in commercially beneficial directions.

Although education offers a space for traditional paternalism through the teacher’s exercise of educational
authority over the student, today AI is participating as a third party among them. Platforms like ChatGPT have
become co‑educators, assisting students with assignments, research, and test preparation [42–44]. While these
tools offer speed and convenience, they may undermine critical thinking, independent learning, and knowledge
retention.

Recent studies reveal that over 53% of American college students use ChatGPT to write papers, 48% use it to
study for exams, and 22% for paper outlines [45]. Although some students achieve high grades using these tools,
educators often struggle to detect their use, raising concerns about long‑term academic development. If reliance
on AI continues to grow unchecked, it could compromise students’ intellectual growth and their ability to engage
critically with information.

AI’s growing role in decision‑making reveals a new type of paternalism one that is algorithmic, data‑driven,
and often welcomed by users seeking ease and efficiency. While AI offers undeniable benefits, it also redefines the
boundaries of autonomy, especially in liberal societies that have historically resisted paternalistic authority. As AI
continues to mediate decisions in health, education, marketing, and governance, a central question emerges: Can
autonomy be preserved in a world increasingly shaped by algorithms? To address this, future debates must move
beyond binary notions of freedom and control and develop new ethical frameworks that balance empowerment
with protection, and innovation with responsibility.

6. AI as a Paternalistic Agent
When algorithms practice nudging and manipulating the data available to them, this leads to the decision‑

making process, which is called Agency Power. AI acts as an agent for both users and programmers, taking on tasks,
performingwork, andmaking decisions on their behalf. In the agency, the ethical issue is not about hidden influence
as in nudging, but about the extent to which humans relinquish control in favor of algorithmic factors.

In traditional paternalism, paternal authority is subject to an agency. The government acts as an agent of the
people, where the people grant agency to the political system through democracy or elections [37,46]. Similarly, a
doctor is the agent of the patient [47], and a lawyer is the agent of the citizen [48], as seen in hard paternalism [49,50].
In soft paternalism, children are under the agency of parents, and people with disabilities are under the agency of
healthcare institutions or family [51]. Here, we are therefore talking about human agents or institutions managed by
humans.

However, with AI technologies, the concept of agency has changed, as the agent is now non‑human. Although
algorithms are designed by developers (humans). However, the algorithm has the ability to update itself based on
the data it receives [52]. Consequently, users’ interactions with the machine do not adhere to ethical values as they
do in human agent‑principal relationships [15]. Although some studies confirm the presence of behavioral biases in
AI [41]. Unlike human bias, this prejudice does not affect users in the samemanner that it doeswhen engagingwith
other people. To illustrate the point, automation is often designed to increase output while reducing the amount
of human involvement. Therefore, most engineering studies have concentrated on developing autonomous system
designs, especially for use in robots and driverless cars [28].

A number of studies have shown that robots will eventually become more helpful and sociable. This may in‑
clude tending to the needs of youngsters, the aged, and the ill, as well as taking on roles as our instructors and
coworkers. Eventually, they may even become our friends, sexual partners, and social companions. As a result of
these transitions, technology like social robots is no longer seen as a means to an end but rather as an actor with
whomwe engage in conversation [15,53].

Rochi (2024) [54] asserts that smart goods as social agents are new paternalistic elements that have emerged
with the advent of AI. A smart product is seen as amoral actor that deserves our care and respectwhen its perceived
social effectiveness is high. In addition, “if objects understand what is right and wrong, based on this information,
limit or criticize people’s actions, they effectively become paternalistic.” Because of this, we need to know how pa‑
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ternalistic technology differs from paternalistic people. The autonomous operation of smart gadgets leaves limited
opportunity for human intervention.

Thus, it is humans who grant agency to AI systems. Every user of this technology is responsible for the actions
of AI. When we take information, suggestions, or products from AI, it means we are granting it agency through
interaction and use. Mark argues that our only option is to hold humans accountable for what AI technology does.
Even if AI can act or make decisions, it lacks the necessary capacities for moral action. Therefore, responsibility
for its actions or decisions, the actions and decisions that humans delegate to it, must remain with humans [21].
Since AI is not conscious, the agency is through it, and it does not act as a conscious agent. Thus, AI paternalism is
exercised through AI on behalf of human beings.

As we mentioned, AI agency is non‑human. This means that this agency does not adhere to moral values,
respect, or behavioral biases as humans do, but rather to standards designed within the algorithmic system [29].
Users must understand that the standards AI operates on sometimes align with human values and sometimes do
not, as human consciousness does not follow fixed standards as AI does. Figure 1 below illustrates this process.

Figure 1. Illustrates the relationship between AI paternalism and user liberalism in the decision‑making process.

Figure 1 illustrates what was discussed in the four sections above. An individual’s engagement with AI is
entirely left to personal freedom. Developers design algorithmic architectures that enable AI systems to guide user
behavior through mechanisms such as nudging, recommendations, and automation. As users increasingly rely on
these systems, elements of decision‑making may be delegated to algorithmic processes, potentially reshaping the
conditions under which individual autonomy is exercised.

This occurs in marketing, advertisements, social media suggestions, and tools like ChatGPT. Although both
nudging and manipulation influence human decisions, they differ significantly in their ethical foundations. The
first preserves freedomof choice and typically operates through transparent adjustments to the structure of choices.
Manipulation, by contrast, involves deceptive or covert strategies that exploit cognitiveweaknesses and undermine
independent decision‑making. In both ways the user may feel a sense of freedom in this process, yet, in reality, AI
exercises liberating paternalism, subtly influencing the user without them feeling restricted or as though decisions
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are being made on their behalf.

7. Discussion
The intellectual conflict that emerged during the Renaissance between paternalism and liberalism stemmed

from a growing revolt against the paternalistic ideology that had long dominated European society. This ideology
was rooted in the belief in the king’s absolute authority over his subjects, justified by the notion of the monarch
as the heir to Adam. In contrast, liberalism offered an alternative framework that challenged paternal authority
in politics, religion, and family life. It reframed the debate as one between paternal rights and individual freedom,
introducing a new lens through which to understand human nature [55].

Today, with the accelerating integration of AI into human life, there is a renewed need to reconsider human
behavior, particularly in the context of the evolving relationship between liberalism and paternalism. The central
issue is no longer limited to evaluating the risks or the positive and negative impacts of AI as earlier studies have
done but rather lies in reexamining the individual’s character in relation to the natural law of survival.

As Hill‑Yardin et al. (2023) [56] observe, we are entering a transformative era in the history of intelligent
technology, driven by the advent of next‑generation AI. This technology is reshaping society at every level, from
industry to everyday life tomodesof communication. The critical question, then, is: whyare individuals increasingly
accepting AI‑driven paternalism, even as they continue to resist more traditional forms of paternalism, such as that
betweenparent and child or between socioeconomic classes? This paradox invites deeper reflection on the evolving
definitions of autonomy, authority, and trust in the age of AI.

7.1. Survival andWell‑Being
To begin with, AI can be understood as a simulation of the human brain, encompassing language, behavior,

emotions, and more [52,57]. For this reason, AI is becoming increasingly integral to daily life, as it offers function‑
alities that closely mirror those of the human mind. Research has shown that individuals often interact with social
robots as if theywere human, an outcome of AI’s sophisticated replication of human behavior, effectively transform‑
ing human characteristics intomachine form [15,53]. Thus, the growing reliance onAI is rooted in two fundamental
drivers: survival and well‑being.

7.1.1. Need for Survival

One anthropological understanding of human beings is that they strive for survival as an evolutionary trait em‑
bedded in their biological constitution, which is reflected in their behavior and interactions with life. Consequently,
AI has been able to provide the requirements of survival in a fast and convenient manner. This has led humans to
increasingly rely on AI in their daily lives, and even to competition among states in adopting artificial intelligence
to maintain a balance of power.

AI may intervene in areas as we mentioned in health, safety, security, armament, and other essential human
needs [58]. This situation reflects the paradox of AI paternalism: although people value autonomy, they are often
willing to accept the influence of AI when it contributes to enhanced safety and survival.

7.1.2. Need for Well‑Being

Beyondmere survival, AI contributes significantly to humanwell‑being through increased convenience,mental
health support, and an improved quality of life. Social robots in elder care, for instance, offer companionship and
assist with daily tasks, supporting the emotional well‑being of vulnerable populations. The therapeutic robot Paro
designed for dementia patients is a well‑known example. It fosters a sense of companionship, reduces loneliness,
and provides patients with a renewed sense of purpose [59]. While such systems often make decisions or act on
behalf of individuals, their influence is widely accepted due to the clear emotional and psychological benefits.

Furthermore, AI algorithms on platforms such as Netflix or Spotify enhance well‑being by personalizing en‑
tertainment experiences. These systems guide user choices based on preferences, yet they are welcomed because
they improve ease, enjoyment, and satisfaction in everyday life. This illustrates how AI paternalism is tolerated
even embraced, when it aligns with individuals’ goals for comfort and happiness.
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Another clear example is found in the development of smart automobiles. These vehicles can read traffic sig‑
nals, interpret weather conditions, assess the driver’s behavior, and even intervene to prevent accidents by auto‑
matically slowing down or rerouting the car [6]. In these instances, AI acts in the interest of the driver’s safety and
well‑being, even when doing so overrides direct human control.

Sunstein (2023) [7] in his work on libertarian paternalism, supports this interpretation. He argues that when
AI subtly guides human decision‑making, individuals do not perceive it as a loss of freedom but rather as a form of
support that helps them achieve their personal aims, particularly in matters of health, safety, and quality of life.

7.2. AI Biases and Unconscious Paternalism
Although the literature confirms that biases inAI systems can significantly influenceuser behavior [7,60], these

biases differ fundamentally from those observed in human cognition [61].
Human and AI biases diverge in several key areas: nature, awareness, accountability, and influence. Human

biases are typically flexible and situational, they can evolve with exposure to new information, empathy, or critical
self‑reflection [62]. Humansmayalsobecomeawareof their ownbiases andmake conscious efforts to address them
through education or introspection [63]. In contrast, AI biases aremore systematic and rigid, embeddedwithin the
training data and algorithmic architecture from which these systems are built [61, 64]. AI lacks self‑awareness,
which means the responsibility for identifying and mitigating these biases falls on developers, programmers, and
institutional stakeholders.

Despite the presence of these algorithmic biases, users generally do not perceive AI systems as biased or pa‑
ternalistic. Since AI is not a sentient or emotional being, people do not project interpersonal expectations onto it
in the way they might with human authority figures. Moreover, because most users lack a deep understanding of
how algorithms function, they remain unaware of how AI may subtly shape their decisions or guide their behavior
in ways that serve corporate, political, or technological interests. This leads to an invisible form of paternalism, one
that does not feel imposed yet influences user autonomy and decision‑making.

Unlike human paternalism, which is usually intentional and moralized, where an authority figure acts “for
the good” of another AI paternalism is largely unintentional and systemic. It manifests through recommendation
engines, search filters, and ranking algorithms that narrowusers’ exposure to diverse viewpoints, thereby fostering
echo chambers and limiting cognitive diversity [65]. This typeof paternalismdoesnot arise fromdeliberate concern
for the user’s well‑being, but rather from optimization goals, such as maximizing engagement, ad revenue, or user
satisfaction based on predicted preferences.

Importantly, while humans may resist traditional paternalism when it comes from other people due to the
perceived infringement on freedom, they tend not to recognize similar interventions by machines. The illusion of
control plays a role here: users believe they are freely navigating platforms,when in fact their experiences are subtly
curated and constrained.

AI‑driven paternalism represents a non‑conscious, non‑emotional form of influence that bypasses the tradi‑
tional markers of authority, making it both harder to detect and more ethically complex to manage. Unlike human
bias, which can be self‑correcting, AI bias requires external intervention and ongoing ethical scrutiny. This distinc‑
tion raises critical questions about freedom, autonomy, and accountability in the digital age.

Since paternalistic dynamics arise as an unintended consequence of relying on these technologies, it falls to
the researcher to observe and systematize this phenomenon in response to the question of socio‑philosophy, as
in this paper on the liberating paternalism exercised through AI over humans. The more humans rely on artificial
intelligence, the more they relinquish their autonomy, and the more paternalistic AI becomes towards them.

7.3. AI as a New Paternalism
Paternalism, as traditionally understood in political and philosophical literature, is rooted in pre‑modern au‑

thority structures as we mentioned. It was a dominant principle in societies where power was centralized in the
hands of patriarchs, monarchs, and religious elites. However, the rise of modernity in Europe, driven by the Renais‑
sance, Enlightenment, and industrialization, transformed this landscape. The emergence of liberal political systems
in the 19th century marked a move toward individual freedom, democracy, and self‑governance.

In Britain, for example, liberal thought clashed with traditional values, leading to a gradual rejection of pater‑
nalistic authority [37,66]. Liberal thinkers such as John Stuart Mill (1859) [16] argued that individual freedom is
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essential to human development and should only be limited to prevent harm to others. As a result, paternalism in
Europe was largely confined to narrow state functions, particularly in the protection of public order [10,12].

Contemporary autonomy scholarship has increasingly emphasized relational understandings of autonomy.
Scholars such as Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar argue that autonomy is not exercised in isolation but is
shapedby social relationships and institutional environments [67,68]. From this perspective, external influences do
not necessarily undermine autonomy; rather, they may enable or constrain individuals’ capacity for self‑direction.

The capability approach developed by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum provides another perspective on
autonomy. Rather than focusing solely on whether individuals make decisions independently, this framework em‑
phasizes the real opportunities people possess to pursue valued activities [69,70].

As Jerzy J.Wiatr observes,wehavewitnessedaphenomenon indemocratic transitionwhere electedofficials be‑
have like dictators but manage to enjoy a high level of popular support and do not disenfranchise their constituents
in contested elections. Political scientist Guillermo O’Donnell has termed this phenomenon “liberal democracy,”
while Fareed Zakaria has suggested calling such electronic systems “illiberal democrats”. Erich Fromm described it
as “an escape from freedom” [71].

Today, however, we witness a resurgence of paternalism‑not through traditional authorities, but through tech‑
nology, particularly AI. This new form of paternalism emerges at a time when society highly values autonomy. Yet
paradoxically, individuals are voluntarily embracing AI systems that reduce their decision‑making burdens and
enhance their well‑being. We call this phenomenon “AI paternalism”, a form of “liberating paternalism”.

As John Danaher (2016) [33] notes: “We live in an age of algorithmic decision‑making. There are algorithms
trading stocks on Wall Street; algorithms determining who is most likely to commit tax fraud; algorithms assisting
in scientific discovery; and algorithms helping us in dating and mating… This trend is only expected to grow.”

This shift invites a reinterpretation of human nature. While autonomy remains a cherished ideal, humans also
exhibit a biological tendency to seek comfort, efficiency, and low‑effort solutions, even if it means surrendering
some control [71–75]. In this light, AI paternalism is not imposed but embraced through voluntary submission to
algorithmic authority. Figure 2 captures the evolution of paternalism across three major eras:

Figure 2. The shifts between paternalism and liberalism from the traditional era to the digital era.

1. Traditional Era: Authority was centralized in patriarchal systems: fathers, kings, and clergy. Paternalism
was direct, coercive, and male‑dominated, justified through divine or legal mandate (e.g., Roman law’s pater
familias).

2. Modern Era: Industrialization and liberal thought fostered political modernity. Paternalism retreated as lib‑
eralism emphasized freedom and individual rights. States intervened only when necessary to maintain or‑
der [76].

3. Digital Era: AI reintroduces paternalism, but in covert and decentralized ways. This “liberating paternalism”
is non‑coercive and often invisible, acting through nudges, manipulation, and behavioral prediction. The indi‑
vidual feels free yet increasingly guided by machines.
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So, the relationship between paternalism and autonomy has never followed a simple, linear historical progres‑
sion. Despite liberalism’s dominance in Western political thought, paternalistic practices have persisted, particu‑
larly in the realm of social policy. Lawes (2017) [37] explores how nineteenth‑century Britain, even amid liberal
and individualistic values, witnessed a revival of paternalistic ideas in welfare and public policy. Rather than be‑
ing a remnant of feudalism, this revival represented a reconfiguration of familial and societal responsibility under
modern governance.

Paternalism in this context was no longer strictly coercive or hierarchical; instead, it became institutionalized
in the form of public services, legal constraints, and state‑sponsored programs aimed at improving citizens’ well‑
being [77]. This evolution laid the groundwork for today’smore complex forms of paternal intervention. Therefore,
AI doesnot negate liberalism, but it doesnecessitate a re‑evaluationof it, especially asweapproach thedevelopment
this technology, such as artificial general intelligence [52].

TheUnitedKingdomoffers a compelling case of howAI is institutionalizing new forms of paternalism. Scholars
Perry Keller and Archie Drake (2021) [9] argue that the integration of AI into government operations may raise
concerns about paternalistic tendencies in British governance. Officials prefer working with private firms over
non‑profits to meet economic goals, giving tech companies a dominant role in shaping public life.

While legislation nominally regulates AI, the regulatory power lies with a few central agencies, creating an
exclusive and often opaque governance structure. This contradicts the principles of liberal democracy, which em‑
phasize public participation, transparency, and judicial oversight. The current approach has prompted debates
about democratic oversight.

Other researchers argue that AI governance in public institutions may develop paternalistic characteristics
when decision‑making power becomes concentrated in technical systems and expert institutions rather than demo‑
cratic participation [33,78,79].

We argue that we are entering a new chapter in the liberalism‑paternalism debate. As AI systems continue
to mediate more aspects of life from finance and education to dating and health, we must confront an essential
question: Howmuch autonomy arewewilling to trade for comfort? Andwho should decide the limits of that trade?

Conversely, there are many studies that argue the opposite of this paper’s argumentation. For example, Ryan
Calo [80] argued that concerns about “algorithmic governance” are sometimes exaggerated, pointing out that indi‑
viduals retain a great deal of control in digital environments and can often ignore or override algorithmic recom‑
mendations.

Krpan and Urbanı́k [32] also believe that artificial intelligence technologies have the potential to integrate
various behavioral interventions in anon‑parentalway. Moreprecisely, individualswill decide for themselveswhich
behaviors they wish to change and will choose the technologies they wish to use for this purpose. In this sense,
behavioral science will shift from liberal paternalism to liberalism, where individuals freely choose how to change.

While these criticisms highlight important limitations of claims regarding algorithmic control, the repeated re‑
liance on algorithmic recommendations can gradually reshape decision‑making and attention patterns. Over time,
individuals may become increasingly dependent on algorithmic filtering and guidance, particularly in information‑
complex environments.

Therefore, the concept of AI paternalism does not assume that human autonomy has disappeared or that in‑
dividuals are entirely controlled by algorithmic systems. Rather, it suggests that algorithmic environments may
indirectly reshape the conditions under which autonomy is exercised.

Even Krpan and Urbanı́k [32] give a counter‑argument in their paper that supports our argument, where they
claim that although technological tools may outwardly support liberalism because they will endorse freedom of
choice as well as subjectivity or multi‑values, they can be used covertly to achieve different goals that do not neces‑
sarily align with the individual, but rather with the interests of those who control the technology.

It is worth noting that not all uses of AI systems necessarily produce parental dynamics. Inmany cases, individ‑
uals adapt digital tools themselves to support their personal goals. This depends on the individual’s understanding
of how AI works. For instance, wearable devices can support users’ autonomy by providing data that helps them
make their own health decisions rather than merely imposing behavioral nudges [81–83]. Also, some students use
ChatGPT with the intention to verify information and use AI responsibly, which strongly predicts their adoption of
it for academic tasks [84].

11



Digital Humanities and Society Studies | Volume 01 | Issue 01

And while we emphasize the AI liberating paternalism, it still requires much development to become more
intelligent and mature. The more machine intelligence advances, the more paternalistic it becomes.

Currently, AI’s possession of consciousness remains unrealistic. However, if AI enters an era of awareness or
if neural chips are implanted into the human brain, this may lead to a form of tangible paternalism felt directly by
humans. At that point, people may begin to feel AI’s control over them and the restriction of their decisions in favor
of AI’s logic. Many studies have already issued warnings about the implications of AI reaching this stage [85–88].

8. Conclusions
This paper examines the emerging phenomenon of AI paternalism, defined as the influence of algorithmic

systems on human decision‑making through automated recommendations, prompts, and guidance. Rather than
claiming that AI negates human autonomy, the analysis suggests that algorithmic systems are increasingly shap‑
ing the information and decision‑making environments in which individuals exercise autonomy. AI paternalism
highlights a growing tension between the liberal ideal of autonomous decision‑making and the practical realities
of algorithmically mediated environments. Whether this represents a transformation of liberalism or merely an
adaptation of its principles remains an open question.

By situating AI paternalismwithin broader political philosophy discussions, particularly liberal theories of au‑
tonomy and relational conceptions of agency. However, this study has several limitations. The analysis is primarily
conceptual and does not provide empirical evidence regarding how users interpret or experience algorithmic guid‑
ance. Future research could explore these questions through surveys, experiments, or qualitative studies examining
how individuals perceive the impact of AI.

Understanding liberal politics within the context of AI paternalism will become increasingly important as al‑
gorithmic systems continue to shape decision‑making across fields such as education, healthcare, and governance.
Rather than signaling the end of liberalism, these developments may necessitate a re‑examination of how to pre‑
serve autonomy andunderstand liberalismversus relinquishing the burden of decision‑making to digitalmediation.
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