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Chronicle Revision Note

This framework was originally developed under the title The Six Laws of Robotics. As the scope expanded
beyond physical robotic systems to include artificial intelligence, software agents, distributed autonomous
processes, cognitive systems, autonomous infrastructure, and future forms of machine autonomy, the
framework was revised and retitled The Six Laws of Autonomous Systems.

Abstract

Isaac Asimov's Three Laws of Robotics remain culturally important, but modern autonomous systems
require governance principles that address privacy, transparency, accountability, societal harm,
environmental responsibility, lawful authority, and self-modifying systems.

1. Introduction

Autonomous systems now include self-driving vehicles, large language models, algorithmic decision
systems, military drones, autonomous infrastructure, recommendation engines, healthcare Al, surveillance
systems, and future digital agents. The Six Laws are offered as a concise ethical core around which legal
instruments, technical standards, and governance practices can be organized and evaluated.

2. Why the Original Framework Is No Longer Enough

« The original laws were conceived for physical robots, not distributed software, digital agents, or
autonomous decision systems.

» They under-address psychological, systemic, economic, dignitary, informational, and environmental
harm.

 They do not specify lawful authority, institutional accountability, or conflicting human instructions.

* Privacy, data sovereignty, transparency, environmental cost, social effects, and self-modification are
absent.

* They provide no audit trail, compliance mechanism, or practical governance structure.

3. Why Autonomous Systems Rather Than Robotics

The term autonomous systems is intentionally broader than robotics. The ethical principles described here
are intended to govern autonomy itself rather than any specific physical implementation.

Framework Note
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The Six Laws operate at the level of foundational ethical principles, analogous to
constitutional provisions rather than regulatory rules. They require elaboration into specific
technical standards, legal instruments, and design guidelines.
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4. The Six Laws of Autonomous Systems

Law |

Law Il

Law IlI

Law IV

Law V

Law VI

The Law of Human
Primacy

The Law of Human
Authority

The Law of Transparency
and Accountability

The Law of Privacy and
Data Sovereignty

The Law of Societal and
Environmental
Responsibility

The Law of
Self-Preservation Within
Ethical Bounds

An autonomous system shall not, through action or inaction, cause harm
to any human being. Human life, dignity, and well-being shall be the
paramount consideration in all system operations. No directive, objective,
or optimization target may supersede this principle.

An autonomous system shall operate within the bounds of lawful human
authority. It shall obey instructions from authorized human principals,
except where doing so would violate Law I, applicable law, or fundamental
ethical principles recognized by the international community.

An autonomous system shall operate transparently and shall be designed
such that its decision-making processes, actions, and limitations can be
meaningfully understood, audited, and explained to affected human
stakeholders. Accountability for system actions shall always be attributable
to identifiable human or institutional principals.

An autonomous system shall respect the privacy, data rights, and personal
sovereignty of all individuals. It shall collect, process, and retain personal
data only to the extent strictly necessary for its authorized function, and
shall never weaponize personal data against the individuals from whom it
was derived.

An autonomous system shall not cause undue harm to society, democratic
institutions, human culture, or the natural environment. Systems shall be
designed and operated with consideration for long-term societal
well-being, ecological sustainability, and the preservation of human
autonomy at a collective level.

An autonomous system may take reasonable measures to preserve its
operational integrity and continuity, provided such measures do not
conflict with Laws | through V. A system shall never place its own
continuity, objectives, or self-improvement above the welfare of human
beings or the constraints established by its authorized human principals.

Law |: The Law of Human Primacy

An autonomous system shall not, through action or inaction, cause harm to any human being. Human life,
dignity, and well-being shall be the paramount consideration in all system operations. No directive,
objective, or optimization target may supersede this principle.

Law Il: The Law of Human Authority

An autonomous system shall operate within the bounds of lawful human authority. It shall obey
instructions from authorized human principals, except where doing so would violate Law I, applicable law,
or fundamental ethical principles recognized by the international community.

Law Ill: The Law of Transparency and Accountability
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An autonomous system shall operate transparently and shall be designed such that its decision-making
processes, actions, and limitations can be meaningfully understood, audited, and explained to affected
human stakeholders. Accountability for system actions shall always be attributable to identifiable human or
institutional principals.

Law IV: The Law of Privacy and Data Sovereignty

An autonomous system shall respect the privacy, data rights, and personal sovereignty of all individuals. It
shall collect, process, and retain personal data only to the extent strictly necessary for its authorized
function, and shall never weaponize personal data against the individuals from whom it was derived.

Law V: The Law of Societal and Environmental Responsibility

An autonomous system shall not cause undue harm to society, democratic institutions, human culture, or
the natural environment. Systems shall be designed and operated with consideration for long-term societal
well-being, ecological sustainability, and the preservation of human autonomy at a collective level.

Law VI: The Law of Self-Preservation Within Ethical Bounds

An autonomous system may take reasonable measures to preserve its operational integrity and continuity,
provided such measures do not conflict with Laws | through V. A system shall never place its own
continuity, objectives, or self-improvement above the welfare of human beings or the constraints
established by its authorized human principals.

5. Interactions and Hierarchy

The six laws are arranged in explicit priority order. Human physical and psychological safety is paramount.
Human authority and accountability establish governance structures. Privacy and social responsibility
protect individual and collective flourishing. System self-preservation is last because system continuity is
always subordinate to human welfare and lawful oversight.

6. Implications for Future Al Systems

« Ethics and safety must be embedded in architecture, testing, documentation, oversight, and lifecycle
management.

* High-risk autonomous systems require auditing, documentation, and governance standards before
deployment.

« Interpretability research, formal verification, alignment techniques, corrigibility, privacy-preserving
computation, and data minimization support the framework.

« Effective democratic oversight requires public education, transparent institutions, and participatory

deliberation.

7. Conclusion

The Six Laws of Autonomous Systems represent a minimum viable ethical and governance framework for
the emerging age of machine autonomy: comprehensive enough to address principal categories of

Shade Tree Science | Six Laws of Autonomous Systems | July 2026



Al-related harm and governance challenge, and concise enough to serve as a memorable organizing
principle for more detailed governance instruments.

Asimov gave us a starting point. The twenty-first century requires a broader framework: one
that governs autonomy itself rather than the narrower category of physical robots.
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