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Economics as a Contextual Toolbox: The First Step in a New Syn-
thesis
Grand ideological systems break down into discrete policy tools, and the work of economics is
choosing the right tool for the context rather than defending the purity of a doctrine. Gig labor,
digital taxation, and AI governance show why the toolbox outperforms the menu.

Author’s Note
I am Sanad Alrashidi, an undergraduate at Boston University recognized in 2020 by InterCon as
one of its “Top 100 Tech Innovators.” My experience, ranging from an internship at NEOM’s
AI & Robotics division to founding a startup, has highlighted gaps between traditional economic
models and the realities of gig labor, digital platforms, and rapidly evolving AI technologies. This
paper proposes a different direction: economics as a contextual toolbox, where policy tools derived
from diverse ideologies are selected and applied based on local conditions. The aim is to advance
an adaptable, contemporary framework that corresponds to on-the-ground complexity, forming a
preliminary step toward bridging economics and emerging technologies.

Abstract
Most mainstream economic models emerged during an industrial era characterized by stable em-
ployment, tangible products, and clear market boundaries. Yet, the digital economy, defined by
gig work, intangible assets, and global data flows, often defies these older assumptions. This paper
outlines a “contextual toolbox” approach, urging policymakers to move beyond rigid adherence to
a single grand system, be it capitalism, socialism, or another, and instead break these systems into
practical policy components. By examining three case studies (the gig economy, digital taxation,
and AI governance), it demonstrates how mixing free-market incentives, collective protections, de-
centralized experimentation, and local governance can yield more equitable and context-sensitive
results. Empirical data from initiatives like MassMutual’s FutureSmartSM program, as detailed
in EVERFI’s case study, demonstrates the potential of blended approaches, combining corporate
resources with community-focused education, to address inequality and foster economic develop-
ment (EVERFI 2024). Drawing on the work of Elinor Ostrom, Mariana Mazzucato, and W. Brian
Arthur, this paper argues for iterative, data-informed policymaking that can keep pace with rapid
technological change. Rather than a minor tweak, the contextual toolbox is a vital starting point
for deeper exploration in a world defined by fluid labor markets and digitally driven innovation.

1. Introduction
By age 21, I had witnessed how grand economic theories often collide with practical realities,
through my recognition as a 2020 InterCon “Tech Innovator,” an internship at NEOM’s AI &
Robotics program, and co-founding a startup. These experiences underscored a central truth:
clinging to any single ideological framework rarely addresses the complexity of digital transforma-
tion, freelance labor, and emerging AI. Whether market fundamentalism, fully centralized planning,
or minimal libertarianism, no monolithic paradigm proves universally successful.

Instead, this paper advocates treating ideological systems (capitalism, socialism, libertarianism,
anarchism) as modular toolkits, comprising policy tools such as progressive taxes, community-
based data trusts, mission-oriented public investments, or universal basic income (UBI), that can

2



be blended situationally. Here, I demonstrate a contextual toolbox by examining three domains
where standard models often struggle:

1. Gig Economy: Balancing labor flexibility with security.
2. Digital Taxation: Taxing intangible flows and profit shifting by global tech firms.
3. AI Governance: Creating a polycentric framework for advanced technologies.

These examples connect with the insights of notable economists and scholars (Ostrom, Mazzucato,
Arthur), each of whom questions overly broad, one-size-fits-all approaches. This paper aims to
recalibrate economic policymaking for a dynamic, tech-centric future.

2. The Problem: Outdated Models in a Changing World
Mainstream economic analyses frequently rely on assumptions rooted in the industrial or early-
information ages. Three stand out as particularly unfit for today’s environment:

1. Stable Employment: Classical theories depict workers holding stable, full-time jobs with a
single employer, an increasingly rare model given the global rise of freelance work, platform-
based gigs, and multi-job households (Pew Research Center 2021).

2. Tangible Value: Standard metrics like Gross Domestic Product (GDP) prioritize physical
output. However, modern economic value often hinges on intangible assets, ranging from
user data to brand reputation, that are notoriously hard to capture in conventional statistics
(OECD 2019).

3. Clear National Boundaries: Older frameworks assume geographically delimited markets
and production. Yet tech platforms operate across multiple jurisdictions, making it difficult
for national labor laws or tax codes to keep pace (Rodrik 2007).

Reliance on these outdated premises creates:

• Policy Blind Spots: Traditional employment surveys undercount gig workers; intangible
capital is often omitted or undervalued in national accounts (World Bank 2020).

• Regulatory Lag: Antitrust laws designed for “brick-and-mortar” businesses struggle with
platforms that make profits from data rather than sales (OECD/G20 2021).

• Binary Debates: Policymakers fixate on “stronger government or freer markets,” ignoring
that real-world economic systems already combine features from multiple ideologies.

Given the quickening pace of digital disruption, economic theory must adapt to cross-border gig
work, intangible capital flows, and shorter innovation cycles.

3. The Toolbox Approach
3.1 Breaking Down Systems

Capitalism, socialism, libertarianism, and anarchism each contain a distinct set of policy levers:

• Capitalism: Markets, private property, price signals.
• Socialism: Collective provision, redistribution, welfare institutions.
• Libertarianism: Minimal state intervention, robust property rights, autonomy.
• Anarchism: Grassroots organization, voluntary cooperation, decentralized governance.

Political discourse often treats these packages as monoliths, market fundamentalists vs. anti-
capitalists, regulation advocates vs. minimalists. In contrast, a toolbox approach decouples each
policy lever (progressive taxation, mandatory benefits, open-source data requirements, etc.) from
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its broader ideological identity, allowing us to use them when and where they are contextually
appropriate (Rodrik 2007).

3.2 Why Context Matters

Every region or industry has unique cultural norms, institutional capacities, and labor dynamics.
One-size-fits-all policy solutions fail because they overlook local nuances (Rodrik 2007). Thus, if a
particular sector exhibits labor exploitation, strong labor protections might be necessary; in another
context, open competition might deliver better outcomes. By actively factoring in local cultures,
labor practices, and governance capabilities, policymakers can fine-tune the selection of tools.

3.3 The Pluralistic Mindset

Pragmatism is the core principle:

• Outcome-Oriented: Retain private-market mechanisms if they foster employment without
undue externalities; if serious harm appears, introduce collective interventions.

• Iterative & Adaptive: Pilot projects, “sandbox” zones, or controlled trials help policy-
makers see which tools work best, adjusting or expanding them based on measurable results
(Arthur 1994).

• Data-Guided: Focus on key metrics (e.g., wage levels, Gini coefficients, platform market
share), rather than ideological preconceptions, to decide which elements to keep or discard.

4. Example One: The Gig Economy, Balancing Flexibility with Protection
4.1 Traditional Approaches

Policy responses to gig labor, from ride-hailing to food delivery, often polarize into two extremes:

1. Pure Market: Permit platforms to set compensation, benefits, and work conditions, fueling
rapid innovation but risking precarious employment (Pew Research Center 2021).

2. Rigid Regulation: Require platforms to classify all workers as employees, securing formal
benefits but potentially stifling the agile nature of gig models.

4.2 Toolbox in Action

• Capitalist Incentives: Keep barriers to market entry low so new firms can challenge in-
cumbents, enhancing competition and lowering consumer prices.

• Socialist Safety Nets: Mandate that gig platforms pay into a common fund for healthcare,
retirement, or retraining, offering workers baseline protection.

• Libertarian Flexibility: Use targeted experimental zones with lighter regulations to gen-
erate real-time data on wages, worker satisfaction, and platform behavior.

• Anarchist Community Solutions: Encourage worker-owned co-ops, enabling local groups
to self-govern ride-hailing or delivery services (Ostrom 1990).

Outcome: This layered approach merges dynamic innovation with social safeguards, supplemented
by region-specific pilot projects. In California, for instance, Proposition 22 (State of California
2020) exempts ride-share drivers from typical employee status. Rather than wholly accept or reject
Prop 22, a data-based approach would refine its provisions over time, adapting if workers face
exploitation or if constraints hamper innovation.
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5. Example Two: Digital Taxation, Harnessing Global and Local Tools
5.1 The Problem

Tech giants such as Google, Amazon, and Meta earn considerable revenue worldwide but often book
profits in low-tax jurisdictions (TaxWatch UK 2021). Older tax systems, which rely on physical
presence, fail to capture intangible flows of data and advertising revenue. Two blunt solutions
frequently surface:

1. Leniency: Maintain low or zero digital taxes to attract tech investment, disregarding equity.
2. Uniform High Taxes: Impose hefty digital taxes that could reduce innovation incentives

or raise costs for consumers.

5.2 Toolbox Fix

• Capitalist Incentives: Provide R&D tax credits to support tech development but institute
a fair baseline tax on normal profits, ensuring a stable revenue stream.

• Socialist Equity: Introduce a modest data tax (e.g., 1% on user-related revenues) to fund
public digital training or broadband access (European Commission 2018).

• Libertarian Transparency: Allow corporations to choose their tax domicile if they publicly
disclose profit flows, enabling shareholders and users to hold them accountable.

• Anarchist Localism: Allocate part of the tax receipts to grassroots digital initiatives, com-
munity Wi-Fi or coding bootcamps, to foster local empowerment.

Outcome: Over time, these measures are refined via empirical data on compliance and investment.
Current OECD/G20 agreements on a global minimum corporate tax (OECD/G20 2021) illustrate
how multinational cooperation can address profit shifting. Although tech giants wield considerable
lobbying clout, a harmonized global strategy is more resilient than unilateral efforts.

6. Example Three: AI Governance, A Polycentric Regulatory Sandbox
6.1 Context

AI now permeates sectors ranging from personal finance to urban infrastructure. While interning at
NEOM’s AI & Robotics division, I observed that neither unregulated free-market AI nor centralized
top-down mandates alone suffice to address the complex, fast-changing nature of AI systems. A
polycentric approach with multiple layers of governance is crucial.

6.2 Toolbox Fix

• Capitalist Incentives: Use government-backed prizes or tax breaks for socially beneficial
AI solutions, healthcare, sustainability, while enforcing liability laws to internalize AI-related
risks.

• Socialist Oversight: Implement audits or licenses for high-stakes AI in areas like finance
or healthcare. Publicly funded AI research can target domains the private sector neglects
(Mazzucato 2013).

• Libertarian Sandboxes: Create zones where developers can trial AI systems under trans-
parency requirements. Scale successful projects and revise or abandon failing ones.

• Anarchist Local Oversight: Encourage municipalities or neighborhoods to decide on sen-
sitive uses, like facial recognition, through community boards or direct referendums (San
Francisco Board of Supervisors 2019).
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Outcome: Multiple layers, from international bodies (e.g., the EU AI Act) down to local communi-
ties, promote both experimentation and accountability. Though major tech companies often lobby
for minimal regulation, layered oversight plus local input and sandbox experimentation can ensure
a balanced path forward.

7. Theoretical Foundations of a Contextual Toolbox
7.1 Elinor Ostrom (Polycentric Governance)

Elinor Ostrom showed that neither state monopoly nor pure private markets consistently manage
shared resources optimally. Polycentric governance, where multiple authorities overlap, often out-
performs a single central authority in addressing commons dilemmas (Ostrom 1990, 2010). By
analogy, gig work or digital taxation can benefit from federal, local, and community-based inter-
ventions, rather than top-down standardization.

7.2 Mariana Mazzucato (Public Purpose in Innovation)

Mazzucato argues the state is frequently a co-creator of markets rather than a mere fixer of fail-
ures, citing NASA, DARPA, and other public R&D that paved the way for private tech booms
(Mazzucato 2013, 2018). This aligns with the toolbox: public missions can catalyze innovation,
overcoming the simplistic public and private divide by merging entrepreneurial risk-taking with
social objectives.

7.3 W. Brian Arthur (Complexity Economics)

Arthur’s work on increasing returns highlights how early, often random advantages can lead to
entrenched platforms or standards (Arthur 1994). Complexity economics recognizes that markets
can exhibit multiple equilibria and path dependence, undercutting classical assumptions. A data-
driven, flexible policy approach, employing pilot programs, rapid feedback, and adaptability, fits
well with a complexity lens.

8. Why This Works (with a Data Perspective)
8.1 Context Sensitivity

A toolbox approach adapts across cultural and institutional landscapes. Policies that help gig
workers in Jakarta may not suit Berlin. Consequently, monolithic formulas break down, while a
mosaic of socialist, capitalist, libertarian, or local measures can accommodate local specifics (Rodrik
2007).

8.2 Pragmatism and Evidence

This is not merely theoretical. OECD reports show that countries blending labor-market flexibil-
ity with robust welfare nets often exhibit more equitable distributions and lower unemployment
(OECD 2021). Denmark’s “flexicurity” model, combining deregulated hiring and firing with strong
social support, maintains relatively low unemployment, roughly 4 to 5% in recent years (Statistics
Denmark 2022), and has better inequality indicators than purely market-driven systems.
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8.3 Continual Learning

In a rapidly changing global environment, iterative experimentation is vital (Arthur 1994). If
a digital-services tax hurts small startups, the rate or threshold can be revised. If local co-ops
demonstrate strong performance, they can be expanded. Feedback loops allow prompt recalibration,
reflecting the fluid nature of technological and economic shifts.

8.4 Balancing Innovation and Equity

Single-minded reliance on market forces can magnify inequality, while purely redistributive models
risk curbing productive incentives. The toolbox approach strives for a middle path, spurring inno-
vation through competition and entrepreneurship, yet preserving fairness through social benefits,
open data rules, and community-based oversight.

9. Addressing Objections
1. Politically Messy: A hybrid of ideological tools can complicate legislative processes. Unions

may dislike flexible gig zones, and tech conglomerates may resist AI audits. However, in-
cremental, pilot-based successes can build broader support, once communities observe real
improvements such as higher wages or robust public services.

2. Coherence Is Lost: Critics contend mixing policies from different ideologies undermines
overall consistency. Yet coherence can stem from shared outcomes, like stable labor income
or transparent AI deployment, rather than a single ideological premise (Rodrik 2007).

3. Isn’t This Just Centrism? While centrism often seeks political compromise, the toolbox
can be more radical. It might propose universal basic income (often considered left-wing)
alongside libertarian regulatory sandboxes for emerging technologies. Efficacy within each
unique context, not ideological purity or a watered-down midpoint, is the guiding principle.

10. Toward a Broader Synthesis
This paper offers a preliminary framework for reimagining economic thought in a world increasingly
shaped by digital platforms and rapid innovation. Viewing ideologies as separate toolkits, and
combining them to address gig labor, digital taxation, and AI governance, moves beyond rigid
“-ism” debates toward nuanced, real-world solutions. However, this only scratches the surface:

• Tech & Society: Future iterations might explore AI ethics, requiring open-source audits
and robust community control, blending Mazzucato’s public missions with local democratic
checks.

• Cross-Disciplinary Fusion: Economists can partner with sociologists, engineers, and de-
signers to refine such hybrid policies, applying the toolbox concept not only to economics but
also to climate action, fintech, and beyond.

While I see more questions than answers at this stage, that is precisely where the greatest potential
lies. The contextual toolbox is a stepping stone for bridging diverse disciplines and forging new
ground.

11. Policy Toolkit Examples (Beyond the Three Cases)
• Climate Change, Carbon Pricing + Dividends: Impose a market-based carbon tax to

curb emissions, then reinvest part of the proceeds in infrastructure or distribute dividends to
maintain public buy-in.
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• Government Transparency, Blockchain Solutions: Adopt a blockchain registry for
public procurement or land titles, drawing on libertarian-style decentralization to ensure
tamper-proof records, thus reducing corruption (European Commission 2018).

• Financial Inclusion, Cooperative Banking: Let private banks and credit unions com-
pete, but support public or community banks where private capital is reluctant to serve
marginalized populations. This merges the efficiency of markets with local trust.

In each case, the principle remains the same: combine policy methods that yield tangible results,
rather than defaulting to a single ideological stance.

12. Conclusion
Economics must evolve to keep up with surging technological change and social fragmentation.
Clinging to outdated assumptions fosters a gap between theory and practice. Embracing a contex-
tual toolbox, drawing from capitalism, socialism, libertarianism, and grassroots movements, can
provide a more flexible, effective approach. The examples of gig labor, digital taxation, and AI
governance illustrate that no single system can tackle today’s complexities. However, a judicious
blend of market incentives, social safety nets, localized experiments, and polycentric governance
can adapt more quickly.

Yes, it is messy, but incremental pilots, careful data tracking, and iterative refinements can mitigate
resistance from vested interests. Concrete successes, such as Denmark’s flexicurity or municipal
curbs on facial recognition, show that evidence-based policies can transcend ideological deadlock.
These insights align with Elinor Ostrom’s polycentric framework, Mariana Mazzucato’s public-
purpose perspective, and W. Brian Arthur’s complexity economics, each highlighting the need for
beyond-the-usual solutions.

Still, this paper is merely an initial foray. As an undergraduate who has observed both tech
entrepreneurship and emerging regulatory debates, I remain optimistic about new frontiers in open-
source AI, robust ethical oversight, and green investments, all propelled by hybrid incentives. This
contextual toolbox stands as an invitation, to economists, technologists, and policymakers, to
collaborate, refine, and experiment. Our rapidly evolving world demands a diversity of tools, not
old dogmas.
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The Empirical-Mythological Inverse Feedback Model
When shared reality is distorted, the data layer is contaminated, and a purely empirical model
inherits the contamination. A bidirectional loop holds up better: empirical data filters mythological
frameworks, and the vetted frameworks feed back to read what the data alone cannot.

Core Thesis
In an era of distorted or absent shared reality, purely empirical models lose diagnostic power. They
rely on data that is itself vulnerable to manipulation. A more robust predictive framework operates
as a bidirectional loop. Empirical data grounds and filters mythological frameworks, meaning
beliefs, archetypes, cultural narratives, and the shared symbolic structures a society lives by, and
those refined mythological insights are fed back into empirical analysis to amplify foresight beyond
what data alone can reach. Collective Confusion as Civilizational Phase sets out the problem this
model addresses. Model Pluralism With Contextual Discipline supplies the epistemological license.

Why It Exists
Data-only models have a structural vulnerability in the confusion phase: the data layer is contam-
inated. Bot amplification rates, trust statistics, and disinformation spread patterns are real, but
they describe the surface of a phenomenon whose drivers include irrational, symbolic, and cultur-
ally encoded behaviors that empirical data systematically misses. Jung’s collective unconscious
and Plato’s forms are not mysticism. They point at something real: human behavior is shaped by
symbolic and archetypal structures that predate and outlast any specific data environment.

The Two-Phase Mechanism
Phase 1: Empirical to Mythological (Grounding)

Start with verifiable data: bot amplification rates, trust erosion statistics, disinformation spread
patterns, behavioral indicators. Use this empirical base to filter and stress-test mythological ele-
ments, the collective beliefs, cultural narratives, archetypes, and societal norms. Separate durable
symbolic insight from distortion, and test each claim against the evidence. The goal is not to
eliminate the mythological layer but to make it analytically reliable by removing what does not
survive empirical contact.

A cultural narrative of the savior figure during crisis is mythological raw material. Empirical
testing asks whether this narrative activates measurably in periods of institutional distrust, and
which behavioral patterns it predicts. If it survives, it becomes a refined analytical input.

Phase 2: Mythological to Empirical (Amplification, the Inverse)

Take the empirically vetted mythological insights and apply them back to the data. The refined
savior-figure narrative can now predict how communities will respond to authoritarian consolidation
during confusion phases, behavior that bot-count data alone would not forecast. Archetypal fears,
the loss of agency, tribal dissolution, and existential threat explain why blind trust clusters where
it does and how confusion is exploited for resource management.

The loop is simple. Empirical grounds myths. Myths expand empirics. Each pass through the loop
refines both sides.
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Key Concepts
• Mythological frameworks: collective beliefs, archetypes, cultural narratives, societal

norms, and community values, treated not as superstition but as behavioral infrastructure.
• Inverse feedback: the direction that makes this model non-standard. Myths are not just

explained by data, they explain data.
• Data vulnerability in confusion phases: in environments of manipulated information,

models that depend only on data inherit the manipulation.
• Holistic insight: the model’s value proposition, capturing rational and irrational human

behavior in a single analytical frame.

Philosophical Lineage
Jung’s collective unconscious belongs here as a real structural feature of human cognition, not
metaphor. The archetypes are measurable in behavior even where their origin is contested. Plato’s
forms carry the parallel claim: there are structural truths that empirical data points toward but
cannot fully capture. Both sit inside the same epistemological frame that runs through the rest
of this work, the frame set out in Model Pluralism With Contextual Discipline: models are tools,
not truths. The empirical-mythological loop is an explicit multi-model approach in which neither
empiricism nor symbolic analysis is privileged, and each is used where it is strongest. The limits-of-
formalism argument, developed in On the Limits of Pure Logic, is the same epistemological move
at a different scale. A formal system cannot be self-sufficient. It depends on assumptions it cannot
account for from inside itself, and this model puts that dependence to work rather than hiding it.

Applications
• Government stability: diagnosing how confusion is being exploited in a specific national

context, identifying the mythological structures being activated, and predicting the behavioral
responses.

• Counter-disinformation: standard counter-disinformation tools address the data layer.
This model identifies the archetypal hooks that make disinformation effective, which is where
intervention has more leverage.

• Sovereignty protection: governments facing borderless epistemic attack need tools that
can read both the empirical signals and the cultural-symbolic terrain being targeted. This
model does both. Gulf as Legitimacy Laboratory works through the regional case.

• Discourse revival: the model’s output is not just prediction but diagnosis. It surfaces
which symbolic structures are anchoring coherent discourse and which have been severed,
which is what reconstruction has to start from. Discourse Failure Is Structural, Not Just
Moral supplies the structural framework.

Rigor Requirement
The model’s validity depends entirely on the quality of the empirical grounding phase. If myths
are not rigorously stress-tested against data before being fed back into analysis, the model becomes
pseudoscience, sophisticated-sounding intuition dressed up as methodology. The safeguards are:
transparent operationalization of each mythological claim, falsifiability requirements at the ground-
ing phase, and explicit documentation of what survives empirical testing and what was discarded.
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Tensions
• The line between a refined mythological insight and an unfalsifiable claim needs to be held

rigorously. This is the model’s most exploitable weakness.
• The Jung and Plato framing is philosophically defensible but will generate immediate resis-

tance from positivist social scientists. The response needs to neither capitulate nor dismiss
the methodological concern.

• The claim that the model democratizes insight is a political claim, and it needs to be separated
from the methodological claim. The model’s validity does not depend on its political uses.

Possible Outputs
• Methodology section of the planned collective confusion paper.
• Standalone methodology paper in an interdisciplinary social science journal.
• Applied framework for a policy institution.
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A World Made Equal: Universal Nuclear Proliferation as Security
Paradox
Disarmament has failed on its own terms, and the failure is structural. As a thought experiment,
this essay takes deterrence theory at its word and follows it to its limit, asking what universal
nuclear capability under rigorous international oversight would imply and using that limit case to
expose why the current regime fails.

Abstract
For decades, the international community has pursued universal nuclear disarmament as the pri-
mary route to global security. This paper argues that the approach has failed on its own terms
and that the failure is structural rather than contingent. Drawing on realist international relations
theory, specifically Waltz’s deterrence logic and Sagan’s models of nuclear acquisition, the paper
develops a structured argument for universal nuclear proliferation under rigorous international
oversight as a more durable alternative. The claim is not that proliferation is desirable in itself.
The claim is that a universal regime aligns governance with the actual psychology of states rather
than demanding that states transcend that psychology. The paper addresses the two most serious
objections to this position: Sagan’s organizational model of accident risk, and the game-theoretic
problem of oversight defection under a universal regime. It concludes by setting out what such a
regime would have to include to convert a world of universal capability into a world of strengthened
accountability.

I. The Failure of the Disarmament Consensus
This paper is a structured argument, not an advocacy position. It takes the central premise of
deterrence theory seriously and follows it to its limit, because the limit case exposes what the
conventional non-proliferation consensus must assume in order to hold. If the argument is wrong,
it is wrong in ways that clarify why the current regime fails. If it is right, the implications are
larger than the nuclear question itself.

For over half a century, the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) and sub-
sequent arms-control frameworks have aimed to curb the spread of nuclear arms and eventually
achieve universal disarmament. These efforts have largely failed to reach the promised land.

The NPT’s fundamental bargain, in which nuclear weapon states gradually disarm while non-nuclear
states forgo weapons in exchange for access to peaceful nuclear technology, remains unfulfilled on
both sides. Nuclear powers have modernized rather than retired their arsenals. Rising powers have
questioned the order. States outside the NPT regime have nuclearized successfully. And the non-
nuclear majority that complied with the bargain has received neither the promised disarmament
nor, in many cases, the promised access to peaceful applications. The pattern is familiar from
institutional analysis: a system that rewards compliance more than contribution. Non-nuclear
states played by the rules. The rules did not deliver.

Realist theory offers an explanation for why this was predictable. Kenneth Waltz argued that
states act primarily in their own self-interest, defined in terms of power and security, in an anarchic
international system where no authority can enforce agreements from above. Scott Sagan’s founda-
tional 1996 analysis of why states build nuclear weapons identifies three drivers: security concerns,
domestic political pressures, and normative-symbolic considerations.[1] All three resist the logic of
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voluntary disarmament. A state facing a nuclear-armed adversary does not calculate “the others
will follow my example.” It calculates “the others might not, and if they do not, I am exposed.”

Rather than striving for a world in which states transcend these fears, the more practical question
is whether there exists an institutional architecture that works with state psychology rather than
against it. Institutions that demand actors behave against their structural incentives do not reform
those actors. They generate hypocrisy, evasion, and eventually open defection.

The persistence of disarmament failure is also, in part, a discourse failure. The language of “nu-
clear zero” cannot survive contact with the structural incentives of sovereign states in an anarchic
system. The vocabulary of disarmament was always more useful for domestic political signaling,
for demonstrating moral seriousness, than for changing state behavior. When the gap between the
discourse and the reality grows large enough, the discourse stops functioning even as signaling.

II. The Case for Universal Proliferation
The argument here is a reframe: if disarmament cannot be achieved, the next best outcome may be
universalization. Universal nuclear proliferation, accompanied by rigorous international oversight,
strict safety standards, and transparent regulatory frameworks, could paradoxically reduce incen-
tives for aggression while strengthening the institutional architecture that currently exists only to
manage a small number of nuclear powers.

The logic of nuclear deterrence, born in the Cold War, holds that mutual vulnerability prevents
nuclear-armed states from engaging in large-scale wars. Thomas Schelling formalized the insight:
the power to hurt, held in reserve and made credible, restructures the bargaining environment
between adversaries more reliably than the power to win.[2] The fear of mutual assured destruction
prevented the United States and the Soviet Union from allowing their rivalries to descend into
direct nuclear conflict for four decades. The logic has operated asymmetrically since: weaker states
facing nuclear-armed adversaries have repeatedly sought their own deterrents to avoid coercion or
invasion. Nuclear weapons create a balance of terror that has historically helped maintain peace
between the states that possess them.

Waltz famously argued that “the gradual spread of nuclear weapons is better than either no spread
or rapid spread.”[3] As more states acquire nuclear weapons, he reasoned, the likelihood of large-
scale war decreases, because every nuclear-armed state becomes more cautious. If a state like
North Korea has found a degree of security and autonomy through nuclearization, deterring a
regime-change intervention that would otherwise have been feasible, the question this paper poses
is direct: what happens when this logic is applied universally?

Granting all states equal access to nuclear capability eliminates the current power imbalance in
which a handful of nuclear states wield disproportionate coercive leverage over the non-nuclear ma-
jority. The nuclear divide is not simply a difference in capability. It is the point at which functional
difference hardens into permanent hierarchical rank. Nuclear haves and have-nots occupy different
positions in a hierarchy of sovereignty, where the security of non-nuclear states is permanently
conditional on the restraint of nuclear ones. With universal proliferation comes a grim equality: if
every state can retaliate with nuclear force, no state can rationally use it first.

The freedom of non-nuclear states has always been conditional rather than real. It depends on the
good behavior of powers they cannot constrain. That is not a stable foundation for a legitimate
international order.
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Beyond security, universal proliferation under strict supervision could encourage the diffusion of
peaceful nuclear technology. As all states invest in nuclear capacity, innovations in nuclear en-
ergy, including safer reactors, improved waste management, and more efficient fuel cycles, would
spread more evenly. States would have the resources and incentives to develop domestic peaceful
nuclear industries rather than relying on a few dominant suppliers. This could accelerate the global
transition to low-carbon energy, for which nuclear power remains the most immediately scalable
tool. The current nuclear order is structured around maintaining the privileges of an incumbent
nuclear club, not around creating a broadly accessible civilian nuclear economy. Those are different
institutional projects, and the second has never seriously been attempted.

III. Historical Precedents
History offers tentative support for the deterrence claim. During the Cold War, the United States
and the Soviet Union came perilously close to nuclear war on several occasions, most famously
during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. And yet they consistently pulled back from the brink.
The fear of mutual annihilation was powerful enough to produce caution and, eventually, arms-
control agreements. If two bitterly opposed superpowers managed to refrain from nuclear use
for four decades, a globally distributed deterrent architecture might create an even more stable
equilibrium by removing the asymmetry that generates the most dangerous instabilities.

Consider Ukraine. Ukraine gave up the nuclear weapons it inherited from the Soviet Union un-
der the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, receiving security assurances from the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Russia in exchange. When Russia annexed Crimea in 2014 and launched
a full-scale invasion in 2022, those assurances did not hold.[4] Ukraine’s vulnerability was direct
and unambiguous: the state that gave up its deterrent found itself unable to prevent territorial
dismemberment. The lesson states drew from this case, and drew correctly under realist logic, was
that security assurances do not substitute for material deterrence.

The case of North Korea cuts the opposite way. However authoritarian the regime, its limited
arsenal has functioned to deter major-power intervention aimed at regime change. Under universal
proliferation logic, what is currently an exception would become the structural condition: all states
equally secure against military coercion, and equally constrained from exercising it.

IV. The Accident Problem and Sagan’s Organizational Model
The most serious scholarly objection to Waltz’s deterrence optimism comes from Sagan’s orga-
nizational model.[5] Sagan argues that states do not always behave as rational unitary actors.
Real organizations, including military bureaucracies and nuclear command structures, have limited
information-processing capacity, competing internal interests, standard operating procedures that
adapt poorly to novel situations, and documented tendencies toward error under stress. The world
was brought near catastrophe during the Cold War not only by rational calculation gone wrong
but by equipment failures, misread radar signals, and organizational miscommunication.

Sagan’s most important empirical contribution is the documentation of near-misses. In 1979, a
training tape simulating a full Soviet attack was mistakenly loaded into the live NORAD warning
system, producing attack indications that reached strategic command before being identified as an
exercise scenario.[5] In 1983, Soviet officer Stanislav Petrov correctly declined to report a satellite
alarm that turned out to be a false launch signal. In the same year, the Able Archer 83 exercises were
read by Soviet intelligence as possible preparation for a genuine first strike. The 1995 Black Brant
scare extends the documentation into the post-Soviet period: a Norwegian-American scientific
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rocket launched to study the aurora borealis was misinterpreted by Russian early-warning radar as
a possible Trident submarine launch, and the Russian command system activated the Cheget nuclear
briefcase for the only confirmed time in the post-Soviet era before the trajectory was reidentified
as a research mission.[6] These events were not close calls because of irrational leaders. They
were close calls because of the ordinary failure modes of large organizations under time pressure:
incomplete information, cross-system communication breakdowns, and the narrow window in which
catastrophic decisions must be made. If the nuclear club expands from nine states to, say, ninety,
the number of organizational systems that must function flawlessly to prevent catastrophic error
increases by an order of magnitude.

Sagan’s argument is the most serious in the literature, but it is not the only realist position worth
engaging. John Mearsheimer’s offensive realism sharpens the structural reasoning behind Waltz’s
optimism and clarifies why states under genuine security threat will pursue nuclear capability
whether or not the international system permits it.[7] Great powers and aspiring powers continu-
ously seek to maximize relative power in an anarchic system, and nuclear weapons offer the highest
available return on the security dimension of that pursuit. The implication for non-proliferation is
direct: a regime built on the premise that states can be persuaded to forgo the highest-return secu-
rity investment available is structurally unstable. The question Mearsheimer’s framework forces is
not whether proliferation can be prevented in some idealized future. It is whether the institutional
architecture is matched to the structural incentives that drive proliferation under any plausible
international system. The current architecture is not.

The organizational objection must therefore be answered directly rather than dismissed, and the
answer runs through institutions. The organizational model implies that universal proliferation
would require something the current non-proliferation regime has explicitly withheld from the states
it prevented from acquiring weapons: the institutional infrastructure for safe nuclear management.
The NPT regime has, perversely, ensured that the states with the greatest interest in nuclear
capability, precisely those that felt most insecure, were denied access to the safety and command-
and-control knowledge that the recognized nuclear powers developed over decades of expensive
accidents and near-misses. If universal proliferation creates accident risk, the answer is not a
return to an asymmetric regime that has already failed. The answer is to build the institutional
infrastructure that converts nuclear capability into safe nuclear stewardship globally.

The underlying design principle is that institutional architecture must adapt to the reality it faces
rather than insisting on an ideal that cannot hold. The reality is that nuclear capability will
continue to diffuse regardless of the NPT regime. The open question is whether that diffusion
occurs in a context of strong international safety institutions or weak ones.

A universal proliferation regime would make safety infrastructure a precondition rather than an
afterthought. No state would receive formal recognition of its nuclear status, including the deter-
rence credibility that flows from recognition, without demonstrating command-and-control systems,
secure storage, accident-prevention protocols, and verified civilian oversight of military nuclear au-
thority. The IAEA’s role would expand from verification of civilian use to certification of military
safety standards as a condition of legitimacy. States with weak institutional capacity for safe
nuclear management would have strong incentives to accept technical assistance and oversight in
exchange for the legitimacy that comes with recognized deterrence status.

This addresses the organizational concern without returning to an asymmetric regime that has
proved both ineffective and illegitimate.
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V. The Oversight Defection Problem
A second serious objection is game-theoretic. The current non-proliferation regime is enforced by a
small number of powerful states with a strong interest in preserving their nuclear advantages. Under
universal proliferation, this enforcement structure collapses: if every state has nuclear capability,
the threat of coercive enforcement by nuclear powers loses its asymmetric character. Why would
states comply with IAEA oversight if the coercive power backing that oversight has been equalized
away?

This is the defection problem. In a world of universal nuclear capability, the rational move for any
individual state appears to be accepting the benefits of the collective oversight regime while quietly
hedging on its obligations. If every state defects, the regime collapses.

The answer lies in the nature of the equilibrium that universal proliferation creates. Under the
current regime, a nuclear power that defects from oversight creates an asymmetry it can exploit.
Under universal proliferation, a state that defects from oversight, whether by developing secret
capabilities beyond declared limits, violating safety standards, or diverting materials, cannot exploit
that defection without threatening every other state simultaneously. The retaliatory threat is not
held by one or two powerful states. It is held by the entire system. The defection incentive shrinks
precisely because the benefit of defection, asymmetric advantage, no longer exists. What remains
is manageable by collective enforcement backed by a universal stake in the outcome.

Nina Tannenwald’s research on the nuclear taboo supports this analysis.[8] The non-use norm
has strengthened as nuclear weapons have diffused, not weakened. The normative weight against
nuclear use is not a function of the small size of the nuclear club. It is a function of the universal
interest in non-use. Universal proliferation, rather than destroying the taboo, would amplify the
normative weight behind it: every state becomes a stakeholder in the taboo’s maintenance rather
than a spectator to the decisions of nine.

VI. What the Argument Would Require
If the argument is followed to its conclusion, the institutional architecture it implies is demanding.
It does not emerge automatically from capability diffusion. It would require deliberate construction.
Five design implications sketch what such a regime would have to include.

1. A treaty of universal obligation in place of the NPT. On this argument the NPT’s non-
proliferation bargain is structurally exhausted. A successor framework would codify the right
of every state to nuclear capability under stringent international supervision, replacing the
discriminatory two-tier structure with universal obligations and universal rights, and would
specify IAEA certification as the condition for recognized deterrence status.

2. Expand and empower the IAEA. The IAEA’s mandate should grow from verification of civil-
ian nuclear use to comprehensive oversight of military nuclear safety: unannounced inspec-
tions, command-and-control certification, accident-prevention protocol standards, and civilian
oversight verification.[9] IAEA authority should be backed by the collective deterrent force
of all recognized nuclear states, so that any violation invites collective response rather than
unilateral enforcement by a dominant power.

3. Establish universal safety and security protocols. All states would be required to adhere
to standardized protocols for handling, maintaining, and securing nuclear weapons, covering
command-and-control systems, communication lines, de-escalation measures, and accident-

17



prevention standards. These protocols would be internationally agreed and reviewed on a fixed
cycle, so that the rules adapt as technology changes rather than fossilizing. This answers the
organizational model concern directly: safety infrastructure becomes a condition of legitimacy,
not an optional enhancement.

4. Mutual assured transparency. Mandatory declarations of nuclear inventories, delivery systems,
and alert statuses would create a culture of transparency. Deviations or secret build-ups would
face immediate scrutiny backed by collective response. The analogy is to financial disclosure
regimes: just as listed companies must report accurately to shareholders under threat of severe
penalty, states would present honest nuclear data to the global community under threat of
collective reprisal.

5. Incentivize peaceful uses. Technical and financial assistance for civilian nuclear energy,
medicine, and research would accompany the expansion of military safety obligations. This
builds nuclear expertise in a safe direction and ensures that as states gain nuclear capabilities,
they also gain the economic and social benefits of peaceful applications. The resulting inter-
dependence, through shared investment in nuclear supply chains, joint civilian projects, and
cross-border safety infrastructure, creates material stakes in maintaining the stability of the
universal deterrence equilibrium. As Adam Smith argued, commerce creates societies with re-
duced incentives to disrupt mutually beneficial arrangements.[10] Economic interdependence
is a contextual pacifier rather than a universal guarantee, but in a regime already stabilized
by symmetric deterrence, contextual is enough.

VII. A More Equal Nuclear Order
Universal proliferation may seem more dangerous than the current arrangement. It is not, once the
current arrangement is honestly assessed: a small group of states holding disproportionate coercive
leverage, a non-nuclear majority living under the shadow of that leverage, and an institutional
regime that has spent fifty years failing to achieve its own stated goal.

Making nuclear capability universal equalizes the field. Every state faces the same immense cost
of first use. In time, this equilibrium might lower the perceived utility of nuclear arms themselves,
nudging states toward safeguard mechanisms and peaceful nuclear technologies as the primary
expression of their nuclear investment. Distributed deterrence replaces concentrated vulnerability:
a system whose stability rests on the unanimous stake of all participants rather than the restraint
of a few.

This is not utopian. It does not require states to transcend their interest in security. It requires
states to recognize that in a world of universal capability, the best guarantee of their own security
is the stability of the collective regime, and that the best guarantee of the collective regime is
transparency, safety standards, and the universal deterrent backstop that replaces the failed promise
of disarmament. Whether any existing institution could survive the transition between the two
equilibria is a question this paper has deliberately left open. The transition problem, not the end
state, is where the next stage of this argument has to live.
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Adaptive Coherence as Institutional Design: A Framework for Gov-
erning Under Uncertainty
Stable systems do not need fixed outputs. They need durable meta-principles, legitimate procedures,
and revision the public can read. The framework is tested against Vision 2030 and AI governance,
and it does not resolve cleanly.

Abstract
This paper introduces the concept of adaptive coherence as a framework for institutional design
under conditions of rapid change. Adaptive coherence holds that stable systems do not require
fixed policy outputs. They require durable meta-principles, legitimate procedures, and intelligible
mechanisms for revision. The failure mode avoided by adaptive coherence is brittle rigidity: institu-
tional forms that persist by suppressing adaptation, accumulating the gap between structure and
function quietly until rupture becomes inevitable. The paper positions this framework in relation to
established institutional theory, particularly Pierson’s account of path dependence, Mahoney and
Thelen’s typology of gradual institutional change, and North’s foundational distinction between
formal rules and informal constraints, arguing that adaptive coherence offers a prescriptive archi-
tecture that complements these largely descriptive accounts. The Gulf development transition,
specifically Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, is used as an empirical case: a large-scale institutional
project explicitly committed to adaptive revision of policy instruments while maintaining durable
higher-order goals. Artificial intelligence governance is then developed as the most demanding
contemporary test of the framework. The paper concludes that adaptive coherence offers a more
defensible standard for evaluating institutional performance than either stability, which confuses
continuity of form with functional adequacy, or flexibility, which confuses revision with coherence.

I. Introduction
What does it mean for an institution to be well designed? Two answers dominate both academic
and policy discourse. The first emphasizes stability: well designed institutions are predictable,
rule-bound, and resistant to capture. The second emphasizes flexibility: well designed institutions
can adapt to changing conditions, learn from error, and revise their instruments as circumstances
evolve. Both answers, in their pure forms, are inadequate. A purely stable institution becomes
brittle; its form persists while its function quietly decays. A purely flexible institution becomes
arbitrary; its revisions reflect the power of whoever can access the revision process rather than any
principled standard.

This paper proposes a third answer: adaptive coherence. An adaptively coherent institution main-
tains continuity at the level of meta-principles, procedures, and accountability structures while
allowing lower-level policy instruments to remain revisable. Coherence is preserved, but it is lo-
cated at the right level of the system: not in specific outputs, which must change as conditions
change, but in the standards, processes, and criteria that govern how outputs are chosen, revised,
and replaced.

The distinction has practical stakes. Governance frameworks for rapidly changing environments,
including AI regulation, development finance, climate policy, and the institutional transitions under-
way in the Gulf, routinely face the charge that they must choose between stability and adaptability.
This paper argues that the charge presents a false choice that disappears when coherence is correctly
located.
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The paper proceeds as follows. Section II reviews the relevant institutional theory literature. Sec-
tion III develops the core framework: the distinction between brittle rigidity and adaptive coherence,
the concept of false stability, and the specification of what must remain stable versus what can
remain revisable. Section IV addresses the capture problem, the most serious objection to adap-
tive institutional design. Section V develops the Gulf development transition as an empirical case
study. Section VI applies the framework to artificial intelligence governance as the most demanding
contemporary test. Section VII concludes with implications for institutional design evaluation.

II. Literature Review: Stability, Change, and the Gap Between Them
Path dependence and the limits of stability-centered theory

Paul Pierson’s work on path dependence in political institutions provides the most influential
account of why institutions are resistant to change.[1] Pierson identifies three mechanisms of in-
stitutional lock-in: increasing returns (institutions become more valuable as they spread, making
alternatives less attractive), adaptive expectations (actors make commitments premised on institu-
tional continuation, raising the cost of exit), and the political mobilization of beneficiaries (those
who benefit from existing arrangements resist change more effectively than potential beneficiaries
of alternatives can mobilize for it).

Path dependence explains why institutions persist long after their functional adequacy has declined.
It is, however, primarily a descriptive account. It tells us why institutions are sticky, not which
forms of institutional continuity are desirable and which represent pathological lock-in. Adaptive
coherence addresses this prescriptive gap directly: path dependence at the level of meta-principles
and procedures is desirable and should be actively maintained; path dependence at the level of
specific policy instruments is dangerous and should be structurally resisted through sunset clauses,
review intervals, and explicit revision mechanisms.

Gradual institutional change and the varieties of revision

Mahoney and Thelen’s typology of gradual institutional change identifies four modes through which
institutions transform without appearing to: conversion (old institutions acquire new functions),
layering (new elements are attached to old structures, gradually changing the overall character),
displacement (new institutions rise while old ones decline), and drift (institutions fail to adapt to
changing environments and their functions gradually erode).[2]

This typology is analytically powerful but again primarily descriptive. Mahoney and Thelen explain
how change happens in institutions that are formally unchanged. They do not prescribe how
institutions should be designed to manage change intentionally. Adaptive coherence differs from all
four of their modes: it describes a proactive institutional architecture for managing revision under
principled constraints, rather than the unplanned transformations their typology documents.

The most relevant mode for the adaptive coherence framework is drift, the failure that results when
institutions do not adapt to changing environments. Drift is what adaptive coherence is designed
to prevent. But the solution adaptive coherence proposes is not simply “change instruments more
often.” It is “build the meta-level infrastructure that makes principled instrument revision possi-
ble, visible, and legitimate.” Without that infrastructure, the alternative to drift is not adaptive
coherence; it is conversion or capture.
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North on formal rules and informal constraints

Douglass North’s foundational distinction between formal rules (laws, regulations, constitutions)
and informal constraints (conventions, norms, self-imposed codes of conduct) is essential back-
ground for the adaptive coherence framework.[3] North argued that informal constraints often
outlast formal rule changes, and that the mismatch between changing formal rules and persisting
informal constraints explains many institutional failures. That argument maps directly onto the
adaptive coherence problem.

The meta-principles and procedures that adaptive coherence designates as the stable layer of insti-
tutions are not purely formal rules in North’s sense. They include the informal norms, conventions,
and behavioral expectations that give formal procedures their authority. An institution can have
technically sound revision mechanisms that fail in practice because the informal culture of the
organization treats revision as a threat rather than a tool. Adaptive coherence must therefore be
understood as a property of both formal structure and informal culture, a point returned to in the
Gulf case study.

Streeck on institutional tensions under capitalism

Wolfgang Streeck’s analysis of how capitalist institutions evolve under competitive pressure adds
a political economy dimension.[4] Streeck argues that institutions designed to balance efficiency
and distributional concerns are systematically eroded by competitive pressures that favor efficiency
over distribution, and that this erosion is not random but directional. Institutions that serve
distributional purposes face a constant headwind.

This has direct implications for adaptive coherence. An institution designed to maintain adaptive
coherence, especially in a domain where incumbent interests benefit from institutional rigidity,
will face systematic pressure to abandon its revision mechanisms precisely when those mechanisms
would threaten existing arrangements. The design of adaptive institutions must account for the
political economy of their own maintenance: the meta-principles and procedures that constitute
the stable layer must be protected not just structurally but politically, through the kinds of public
visibility, accountability chains, and interest-group architecture that make their erosion visible and
costly.

III. The Adaptive Coherence Framework
The core distinction

The fundamental move in the adaptive coherence framework is locating coherence correctly within
a system.

Brittle rigidity places coherence at the output level. Specific policies, regulations, and institutional
structures are treated as the embodiment of the system’s commitments. Stability is equated with
continuity of particular instruments. The failure mode follows: mismatch accumulates between
institutional form and real-world conditions, visible initially as declining functional performance,
eventually resolving in rupture. The brittleness is not immediately visible because the form persists.
This is path dependence, in Pierson’s sense, working against necessary adaptation.

Adaptive coherence places coherence at the meta-principle and procedural level. The criteria for pol-
icy selection and evaluation, the procedures for evidence assessment and deliberation, the standards
for revision, review, and exit, and the accountability chains that outlast individual administrations
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remain stable. Specific instruments remain revisable. The failure risk is much lower, because the
system can revise instruments before mismatch becomes catastrophic. Revision is not a sign of
weakness but the normal operation of a healthy adaptive system.

Where coherence lives, at the level of outputs or at the level of meta-principles, determines whether
an institution can sustain legitimacy through change or loses legitimacy with each revision. An
institution whose structured flexibility is visible and procedurally principled can revise without
losing authority. An institution that equates continuity with legitimacy loses both when revision
becomes unavoidable.

What must be stable

What does the stable layer actually need to contain? Start with criteria for policy selection and
evaluation: what counts as evidence that an instrument is working, and what specifically triggers
review. Paired with that, the procedures for evidence assessment and deliberation: who partici-
pates, how disagreements get resolved, what standards govern the process. Then the standards for
revision, review, and exit: explicit intervals, sunset clauses, criteria for retiring instruments that
have stopped working. Two elements are hardest to build but most load-bearing. The first is ac-
countability chains that outlast individual administrations, so that long-term commitments cannot
simply be abandoned when leadership changes. The second is transparency requirements that make
adaptation legible to the public, so that revision reads as principled rather than arbitrary. Without
institutional memory mechanisms, revision becomes amnesia, and each generation of policymakers
starts from scratch.

What can remain revisable

Specific tax structures and rates; specific regulatory frameworks and thresholds; specific monetary
and fiscal instruments; specific industrial policy tools and targets; specific labor and market gover-
nance structures. These are the instruments chosen by applying the stable meta-level framework to
specific contextual conditions. When conditions change, when the empirical evidence shifts, when
the economy’s structure transforms, when external shocks alter the relevant constraints, these in-
struments should change. The stable layer is what ensures that the change is principled rather than
arbitrary.

False stability

Many systems exhibiting surface continuity are not actually stable. They display what this paper
calls false stability: institutional forms persisting while their function quietly decays.

False stability arises because institutional inertia, political incentives, and narrative management all
favor the appearance of continuity. Elites invested in existing arrangements resist revision. Publics
habituated to familiar policies prefer the familiar even when it no longer performs. Institutional
actors protect the frameworks that justify their existence. The result is that the gap between
institutional form and actual function widens quietly. When that gap becomes materially visible,
through a crisis, a shock, or a sufficiently egregious performance failure, adjustment is no longer
gradual. It is rupture.

What could have been managed as continuous adaptation becomes a crisis because false stability
prevented the earlier, cheaper revisions. The classic examples include the collapse of the Bretton
Woods system, which persisted in nominally fixed exchange rates after the conditions that made
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them workable had dissolved; the 2008 financial crisis, where regulatory frameworks maintained
the form of oversight while financial innovation had rendered the substance obsolete; and the
various fiscal crises of over-borrowed states, where deficit rules were maintained formally while
being systematically circumvented informally.

False stability is not the same as genuine continuity. A system can persist without being le-
gitimate. Persistence through inertia is not adaptive coherence; it is deferred brittleness. The
distinction between adaptive coherence and false stability is empirically testable: does the system
have functioning revision mechanisms that are actually used, or does it have revision mechanisms
that are structurally blocked by the interests that benefit from inertia?

IV. The Capture Problem
The most serious objection to adaptive institutional design is the capture problem: if institutions
can revise their instruments, powerful actors will capture the revision process and use it to serve
their own interests rather than the institution’s stated purposes. Flexibility without sufficient
constraints is not adaptive coherence. It is elite improvisation.

This objection is legitimate and must be addressed directly rather than dismissed. It is, in fact,
the objection that motivated this paper’s argument. The contextual toolbox approach to economic
policy, on which adaptive coherence builds, faces exactly this critique: if different tools fit different
contexts, what prevents the selection of tools from becoming a post-hoc rationalization for serving
incumbent interests?[5]

Adaptive coherence’s answer is architectural. The stable layer, the meta-principles and procedures,
is precisely what distinguishes principled adaptation from capture. But the stable layer must itself
be designed to resist capture, which requires four things.

First, public visibility of the revision process. Revisions made in public, with reasons stated, docu-
mented, and subject to challenge, are much harder to capture than revisions made administratively
without notice. Transparency is not merely a democratic value; it is the structural mechanism that
makes capture expensive.

Second, multi-stakeholder deliberation. Revision processes that include voices beyond the imme-
diate implementing agency and the regulated parties are more resistant to capture than bilateral
negotiations between regulator and regulated. The role of academic economists, civil society orga-
nizations, international institutions, and other actors with stakes in institutional performance but
no direct benefit from specific outcomes matters structurally, not just symbolically.

Third, accountability chains that outlast individual administrations. Capture works by aligning
the interests of the current administration with the interests of the capturing party. Long-term
accountability chains, including parliamentary oversight, judicial review, international monitoring,
and historical audit, break this alignment by making current administrations accountable to stan-
dards they did not set and successors they cannot control.

Fourth, explicit criteria for revision. When the criteria for determining that an instrument needs
revision are public, specific, and agreed upon in advance, the bar for demonstrating that a revision
serves the criteria rather than private interests is clearly set. Revisions that cannot meet the stated
criteria face a public accountability burden.

These are demanding requirements. They cannot be met by institutional design alone; they require
the political will to build them and the ongoing political support to maintain them. But the
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capture objection does not defeat adaptive coherence. It specifies the conditions under which
adaptive coherence is possible.

V. The Gulf Case: Vision 2030 as Adaptive Coherence at Scale
Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 program, launched in 2016 and substantially underway by the mid-
2020s, provides a live, large-scale test of adaptive coherence in practice. It is worth examining
closely because it is structurally better suited to the adaptive coherence framework than most
OECD-context examples, and because the dimensions along which it is still maturing toward full
adaptive coherence identify exactly where the framework’s requirements are most demanding.

Vision 2030 is explicitly designed around the distinction adaptive coherence proposes. Its higher-
order commitments, including economic diversification away from hydrocarbon dependence, ex-
panded private-sector employment, social modernization, and the development of a non-oil export
economy, are treated as durable goals that persist across administrations and planning cycles. Its
specific instruments, including labor nationalization ratios (Saudization targets), entertainment and
tourism liberalization timelines, and sector-specific industrial targets in mining, tourism, logistics,
and renewables, are explicitly treated as revisable based on performance data. When Saudization
targets proved counterproductive in specific sectors, they were revised. When the giga-project port-
folio was reprioritized, projects were scaled or paused without the overall development framework
being destabilized.

This is adaptive coherence in practice: durable meta-level commitment to diversification and mod-
ernization, with instrument-level revision as a normal feature rather than a crisis response. The
stakes are larger than policy performance. Vision 2030 is a leading test of whether a legitimacy tran-
sition, from resource-rent legitimacy to performance-and-diversification legitimacy, can be managed
through adaptive institutional design, and its trajectory so far is evidence that it can.

Where adaptive coherence is most demanding is in its transparency and multi-stakeholder require-
ments, and this is the dimension along which any fast-moving program has the most room to deepen
as it matures. Much of the revision of Vision 2030 instruments has been driven from within the state
and its implementing agencies, which is part of what has made rapid, decisive adjustment possible
at this scale. The framework suggests a natural next step: pairing that decisiveness with wider
public-facing visibility into how and why instruments are revised. The Public Investment Fund’s
portfolio choices, the giga-project sequencing, and the pacing of economic liberalization have been
revised in functionally well-justified ways, and making the reasoning behind those revisions more
legible to the public would convert already strong adaptive performance into adaptive coherence in
the fullest sense the framework describes.

This is a useful case precisely because it shows adaptive coherence operating at scale and surfaces
its most demanding requirement. The meta-level commitments are durable. The instruments are
revisable. The opportunity the framework points to is to build out the transparency, deliberation,
and feedback infrastructure that would let a high-functioning adaptive system be read, from the
outside, as the coherent institutional architecture it is becoming.

VI. AI Governance as Test Case for Adaptive Coherence
The most demanding contemporary test of the adaptive coherence framework is artificial intelli-
gence governance. The technology evolves on a timescale measured in months. The institutions
designed to govern it, including domestic regulatory agencies, international standards bodies, profes-
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sional self-regulation, and intellectual property law, were designed for technologies whose capability
frontier moved on a timescale measured in years or decades. The mismatch is structural, and it
produces precisely the failure mode this paper has been describing: institutional forms that look
stable while the gap between their assumptions and the underlying reality widens beyond the point
where gradual revision can close it.

The dominant policy responses to AI fall into two categories that the adaptive coherence framework
allows us to diagnose more precisely. The first is comprehensive ex ante regulation, of which the
EU AI Act is the leading example: an attempt to specify in advance the categories of AI systems,
the risks attached to each category, and the mandatory compliance procedures.[7] The second is
light-touch sectoral regulation, which delegates AI governance to existing sector-specific authorities
(the FDA for medical AI, the SEC for financial AI, the FAA for autonomous vehicles) and allows
the underlying technology to evolve without dedicated horizontal oversight. Both approaches share
a structural flaw the framework makes visible.

The comprehensive ex ante approach locates coherence at the output level. It specifies the rules,
the categories, the prohibited uses, and the compliance regimes as fixed outputs. This approach
inherits the brittle-rigidity failure mode in concentrated form. The categories defined when the
legislation was drafted will not match the systems that emerge two years after enactment. The
risk classifications anchored to specific architectural features (parameter counts, training compute,
modality combinations) will not track the risks of systems built on architectures the legislators
could not anticipate. By the time the formal revision process produces an updated framework,
the technology has moved again, and the cycle of mismatch repeats. The form of coherence, a
comprehensive rulebook, is preserved while the function, actually governing the systems that exist,
decays.

The light-touch sectoral approach locates no coherence at all. It accepts the absence of horizontal
governance and assumes that sector-specific authorities will adapt their existing frameworks to AI
applications within their domains. This may work for narrow applications that map cleanly onto
existing sectoral categories. It systematically fails for general-purpose systems that operate across
sectors, for emergent capabilities that did not exist when sectoral mandates were defined, and for
harms that are distributed across sectors in ways no single regulator has authority to address. The
failure mode here is not brittle rigidity. It is regulatory dispersion: the absence of a coherence
anchor at any level above the sector.

The adaptive coherence framework specifies what a third approach would require. The stable layer
of AI governance should consist not of fixed rules about specific systems but of meta-principles,
procedures, and accountability structures that remain stable while the specific instruments adapt
to the technology as it actually evolves.

What belongs in the stable layer: risk assessment criteria that are technology-agnostic and
capability-anchored, focused on what kinds of harm are being measured and what threshold
of evidence triggers regulatory engagement, rather than rules attached to specific architectural
features that will not survive the next generation of systems. Evidence assessment procedures
need to include independent technical audit capacity, with results made public and contestable;
the audit function should be institutionally independent of both the developing companies and
the regulatory agencies whose jurisdictions the findings would expand or contract. Standards for
revision should specify both intervals (an annual horizontal review of major risk categories) and
triggers (a documented capability shift in deployed systems above a pre-specified threshold initiates
review automatically, regardless of calendar timing). Accountability chains must bind future
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administrations and successor agencies; the meta-layer’s stability cannot depend on the political
continuity of whoever built it. And transparency requirements need to be sufficient to make
capture visible. Industry capture of AI governance is the single most predictable failure mode of
any framework that gives regulated parties significant input into rule design. The historical pattern
from telecommunications, financial regulation, and pharmaceutical safety suggests that capture is
the default outcome of regulatory architectures that lack public visibility into industry-regulator
deliberation.

What remains revisable: the specific compliance requirements attached to specific capability thresh-
olds; the categorical taxonomies used to organize system types for different oversight regimes; the
specific instruments applied to specific risk profiles (pre-market approval, post-market surveillance,
audit requirements, deployment restrictions); and the cooperation arrangements with international
counterparts, which will need to evolve as other jurisdictions develop their own frameworks.

The capture problem applies here with unusual force. AI capability is concentrated in a small
number of large firms whose technical expertise exceeds that of any plausible regulator. Regulatory
frameworks built on industry consultation are at high risk of becoming framework expressions of
industry preferences. The architectural answer the previous section developed, public visibility,
multi-stakeholder deliberation, accountability chains, and explicit criteria, applies directly. AI
governance at risk of capture is not adaptive coherence. It is industry self-regulation in regulatory
clothing.

The Acemoglu and Robinson distinction between extractive and inclusive institutions is structurally
relevant here.[6] Inclusive institutions distribute political and economic rights broadly, allow the
many to participate in shaping the rules under which they live, and resist the concentration of
power that allows a small group to extract rents from the rest. Extractive institutions concentrate
authority and rents in narrow elites who shape the rules to preserve their position. The adaptive
coherence framework is not a substitute for the inclusive/extractive distinction; it operates at a
different level of analysis, specifying the architectural features of well-designed institutional change
management rather than the political-economic distribution of power. But the two arguments
are complementary. An institution can be inclusive in formal authority while exhibiting brittle
rigidity in its operation; an institution can have functional revision mechanisms while remaining
extractive in whose interests those mechanisms serve. The full institutional design problem requires
both: inclusive distribution of authority and adaptive coherence in the architecture through which
that authority operates. AI governance is the contemporary case where both requirements are
simultaneously most demanding and least met.

The implication is not that AI governance is structurally impossible. It is that the existing ap-
proaches are not solving the right problem. A governance framework adequate to the challenge
would build the meta-level architecture this paper has specified, durable principles, legitimate pro-
cedures, transparent revision mechanisms, and capture-resistant accountability, and accept that
the specific instruments must remain revisable on a timescale matched to the technology rather
than to the regulatory cycle. This is a harder design problem than either comprehensive ex ante
rules or sectoral delegation. It is also the only design that can produce coherence at the level the
technology actually requires.

VII. Conclusion
Where coherence lives in an institution, at the output level or at the meta-principle and procedural
level, has large consequences for institutional performance under conditions of rapid change.
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Institutions that locate coherence at the output level become brittle. They preserve the form of their
commitments while their function decays, accumulate the mismatch between structure and reality
until it is too large to manage gradually, and then face rupture rather than revision. Institutions
that locate coherence at the meta-principle level can revise their instruments as conditions change,
maintain functional adequacy, and build legitimacy through visible, principled adaptation rather
than losing it when change becomes unavoidable.

The existing institutional theory literature, Pierson on path dependence, Mahoney and Thelen
on gradual change, North on formal and informal constraints, Streeck on capitalist institutional
evolution, provides powerful descriptive tools for understanding how institutions change and resist
change. Adaptive coherence extends this toolkit prescriptively. It specifies the architectural features
that distinguish well-designed institutional change management from either pathological rigidity or
principled-sounding capture.

Three implications follow for institutional design evaluation.

First, assess coherence at the right level. When evaluating whether an institution is performing well,
the first question should not be “are its specific outputs consistent?” but “does it have functional
meta-principles, review mechanisms, and accountability structures?” An institution with consistent
outputs but no functional review mechanism is exhibiting false stability. An institution with variable
outputs but principled and visible revision processes may be exhibiting adaptive coherence.

Second, build the capture-resistance architecture first. Adaptive institutions are vulnerable to cap-
ture precisely because their flexibility is an asset powerful actors can exploit. Transparency, multi-
stakeholder deliberation, and long-term accountability mechanisms that make revision visible and
principled are not optional enhancements. They are load-bearing components of the architecture.
Adaptive design without them is not adaptive coherence; it is institutionalized elite improvisation.

Third, apply the framework to governance under rapid technological change. AI regulation, climate
policy, and development finance are all domains where the specific instruments that make sense
today will not make sense in five years, and where the failure mode of brittle rigidity, frameworks
designed for today’s technology or today’s climate data, is obvious. The adaptive coherence frame-
work specifies what institutional architecture makes principled revision possible rather than merely
reactive.

The hardest institutional design problem is not choosing the right policy instrument. It is building
the meta-level architecture that makes the choice of instruments principled, revisable, and publicly
defensible as conditions change. That is the problem adaptive coherence is designed to solve.
Whether any political system can hold the meta-layer stable while everything beneath it moves is
the question this framework raises without settling.
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On the Limits of Pure Logic, Mathematical Formalism, and the
Modeling of Knowledge
Pure logic and mathematical formalism, treated as sufficient rather than conditional tools, become
ideology rather than method. Kalam and falsafa had already confronted the limits of formal language
centuries before Wittgenstein, and contemporary machine learning reproduces the same confusion
at scale.

Abstract
This essay argues that pure logic and mathematical formalism, when treated as sufficient rather than
conditional tools, become ideology rather than method. The argument proceeds in four stages: first,
that every logical system presupposes axioms that are not themselves logical conclusions; second,
that the Western philosophical tradition, including German Idealism and analytic philosophy, built
on Islamic philosophical foundations while systematically erasing that debt; third, that the Islamic
philosophical tradition, specifically kalam and falsafa, had already confronted the limits of formal
language centuries before Wittgenstein; and fourth, that contemporary machine learning models
reproduce this ideological confusion at scale, claiming descriptive power while quietly encoding
normative commitments. The essay concludes that any adequate framework for understanding
knowledge must integrate reason with metaphysical responsibility, not amputate one from the
other.

I. The Problem
This critique is not directed at logic, mathematics, machine learning, or formal models themselves.
These are powerful tools. The concern is with the belief that they are sufficient, or worse, that
they are neutral arbiters of truth independent of the assumptions, values, and power structures
that generate and deploy them.

Pure logic does not operate in a vacuum. Every logical system begins with axioms, and axioms
are not logical conclusions. They are choices. Mathematics does not “discover” truth in the
metaphysical sense; it formalizes relationships given a set of premises. Change the premises, and
the structure changes. This is not a weakness of mathematics. It is what Kurt Gödel demonstrated
in his incompleteness theorems: any consistent formal system rich enough to express arithmetic
contains true statements that cannot be proved within it, and no such system can prove its own
consistency from inside itself.[1] The mathematical proof of the system’s limit is itself embedded in
the system’s structure.

When logic is treated as complete rather than conditional, it stops being a tool and becomes
ideology. The discipline that guards against this is not the rejection of formal tools but the precise
understanding of when and how each tool applies.

This matters most when we talk about modeling knowledge: its origins, evolution, and predictability.
Knowledge is not merely an accumulation of propositions that can be tracked like data points in a
closed system. It is shaped by power, fear, legitimacy, culture, belief, emotion, trauma, and moral
commitments. These are not noise variables to be filtered out. They are constitutive forces.

Any attempt to model knowledge evolution while excluding these dimensions will produce something
that looks precise and elegant while being fundamentally incomplete. It may predict behavior
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under stable conditions, but it will fail precisely where history matters most: moments of rupture,
revolution, collapse, or moral transformation.

II. The Secular Substitute
There is a contradiction that often goes unexamined: the claim that reality is fully explainable
through formal systems while simultaneously asserting that humans “construct their own realities.”
These two positions cannot both be absolute. Either reality is governed by fixed, independent struc-
tures, or meaning is emergent, contextual, and historically contingent. Invoking both selectively is
not rigor; it is convenience.

What often fills this gap is an unacknowledged substitute for religion. Modern secular frame-
works frequently reject religion while quietly preserving its structure: absolute truth claims, moral
hierarchies, sacred narratives, and forbidden questions. God is replaced by Progress, Reason, Opti-
mization, or Science-as-Authority. This is not liberation from belief; it is a change of symbols while
the emotional need for certainty remains untouched.

This becomes especially clear in the relationship between truth and context. Pure logic is often
presented as the final resolution to context-dependence: once we formalize correctly, context drops
out and universal truth remains. But the formalization always encodes a context. The axioms
chosen reflect a world-picture. The variables selected reflect a theory of what matters. Pretending
otherwise is ideological, not rigorous.

III. The Islamic Philosophical Foundation
German Idealism is often presented as a philosophical leap beyond earlier traditions, including
Islamic philosophy, as if it resolved questions that Muslim thinkers had been unable to. This
narrative is historically and philosophically false.

German Idealism did not arise in a vacuum. It was built on centuries of intellectual transmis-
sion that passed directly through Islamic philosophy: metaphysics, logic, epistemology, medicine,
mathematics, and theories of causation. Without thinkers such as Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Ibn Rushd
(Averroes), Al-Farabi, and Al-Kindi, European philosophy would not have progressed beyond frag-
mented Aristotelianism and Neoplatonic speculation. The claim that German Idealism represents
a clean philosophical rupture is not analysis; it is historical amnesia.

Al-Kindi (c. 801-873), in On First Philosophy (Fi al-Falsafa al-Ula), produced the first systematic
integration of Greek logic into Islamic epistemology. More importantly for this essay’s argument,
he distinguished between knowledge obtained through intellect and knowledge obtained through
sensation, and identified the limits of each, anticipating by a millennium the Kantian concern with
the boundaries of what reason can establish on its own.[2]

Al-Farabi (c. 872-950), in Kitab al-Huruf (Book of Letters), conducted a detailed analysis of the
relationship between logical categories and linguistic expression, asking what can and cannot be
said formally. His Al-Madina al-Fadila (The Virtuous City) argued that the philosopher-ruler
must integrate logical and ethical knowledge, and that reason severed from political responsibility
is not fully rational but merely technical.[3] The insight that pure logic separated from moral
accountability produces a lesser form of reason than their integration is not a modern insight. It
was Al-Farabi’s foundational claim.

Ibn Sina (980-1037) developed, in al-Shifa (The Book of Healing) and al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat
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(Remarks and Admonitions), a unified architecture of metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics. His
“Floating Man” thought experiment, a human stripped of all sensory input who nonetheless would
know that they exist, anticipates Descartes’ cogito by six centuries.[4] More relevant to this essay,
Ibn Sina’s theory of the Active Intellect explicitly addressed the question of how human reason
connects to universal knowledge, and concluded that the connection is not purely formal. It requires
a metaphysical relationship that formal logic alone cannot establish.

Ibn Rushd (1126-1198), in Tahafut al-Tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), directly re-
sponded to Al-Ghazali’s critique of the philosophers with a defense of reason, but a reason that
remained grounded in empirical observation and acknowledged its own limits. His Long Commen-
taries on Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics became the primary vehicle through which Aristotelian
logic entered European scholasticism. Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus built their epistemology
on Averroist foundations while systematically obscuring this debt.[5]

Al-Ghazali (1058-1111) is the figure most important to this essay’s central argument. In Tahafut
al-Falasifah (The Incoherence of the Philosophers), Al-Ghazali mounted a systematic critique of the
Islamic Aristotelians’ claim that pure philosophical reason could establish metaphysical truths with
certainty.[6] His specific targets were three positions he regarded as philosophically unjustified: the
eternity of the world, God’s knowledge of particulars, and bodily resurrection. His argument was
not anti-intellectual; it was epistemically rigorous. He was saying: these philosophical claims exceed
what formal reason can demonstrate. They are not conclusions of logic. They are commitments
disguised as conclusions.

In Ihya Ulum al-Din (The Revival of the Religious Sciences), Al-Ghazali integrated his epistemo-
logical critique into a constructive account of how knowledge, ethics, and spiritual experience must
work together. Knowledge that is purely formal and disconnected from moral transformation is
not, in his framework, fully knowledge. It is an accumulation of propositions that leaves the knower
unchanged, which he regarded as evidence that something essential had been missed.[7]

German Idealism did not solve the problems Islamic philosophy addressed. It rephrased them while
removing God as an explicit grounding, replacing divine necessity with abstract structures such
as Geist, absolute reason, or self-developing consciousness. This did not eliminate metaphysics.
It disguised it. The Abbasid Bayt al-Hikmah stands behind this history as a model of unified
intellectual production, translation, synthesis, and original inquiry together, which the selective
transmission to Europe partially preserved while erasing its origins.

IV. Wittgenstein and the Limits of Saying
In the twentieth century, Wittgenstein’s assertion that language cannot answer philosophical prob-
lems, that “what we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence,” is often treated as a
revolutionary insight.[8] It is not, unless one dismisses centuries of Islamic ilm al-kalam.

Kalam, Islamic speculative theology and philosophy of language, had already confronted the limits
of language, the relationship between divine attributes and human concepts, the boundaries of
rational discourse, and the distinction between what can be said, what must be negated (tanzih,
negative theology), and what must be held without full representation (tafwid, suspension of human
interpretation). This was not peripheral to Islamic intellectual life. It was central to it.

Al-Ghazali’s distinction in al-Mustasfa between knowledge that reason can ground and knowledge
that requires other foundations addresses precisely the same problem Wittgenstein diagnosed in
the Tractatus: that there are things which cannot be said within a formal system but which are not
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thereby meaningless. The Tractatus conclusion, that what cannot be said must be shown rather
than spoken, echoes the kalam principle of tafwid: certain truths exceed propositional formulation
without thereby being inaccessible to mind or experience.

What Wittgenstein did was not reveal the failure of philosophy. He highlighted the failure of a
particular linguistic framework, the Russell-Frege project of reducing all meaningful language to
formal logical notation. Treating this as a final verdict on metaphysics requires erasing a tradition
that had already integrated linguistic humility without collapsing into silence or relativism.

This selective forgetting is not accidental. Traditions that successfully combine reason with meta-
physical grounding challenge the authority of systems that rely on abstraction without responsibility.
The erasure of Islamic philosophy from the Western philosophical canon is not only an injustice. It
is an epistemic impoverishment, and a structural one: the exclusion is built into curricula, citation
practices, and the boundaries of what counts as “philosophy,” not merely into individual prejudice.

V. Pure Logic as Power Structure
“Pure logic” is frequently treated today as a moral upgrade rather than a technical tool. In practice,
pure logic often functions as a way to flee accountability. It allows a person to speak as if they are
neutral while smuggling in the values of the system they already inhabit. It turns moral questions
into optimization problems, suffering into data, and human lives into variables.

When emotion is dismissed as bias, what is really being dismissed is not emotionality but moral
constraint. Empathy, remorse, responsibility, and awe are treated as irrational friction rather than
central features of human judgment. Yet without these elements, logic has no compass. Reason
becomes a machine that can justify anything as long as the premises are accepted. This is not
truth-seeking. It is power-seeking with cleaner language.

Pure logic often aligns with existing power structures because it does not challenge them. It
formalizes them. It benefits those who already set the premises. It can claim objectivity while
quietly enforcing the worldview of institutions, markets, and states. Control over the axioms is
control over the conclusions that follow from them, and the decision about which questions are
“properly formal” is always a political decision, never a neutral one.

The result is a secular philosophy that is emotionally amputated and proud of the amputation,
claiming moral superiority over religious traditions precisely because it has removed mercy, humil-
ity, and metaphysical responsibility from the center of inquiry. The philosophical tradition that
most rigorously integrated these elements, Islamic falsafa and kalam, is the one most systemati-
cally absent from the curricula that train contemporary philosophers, economists, and computer
scientists. This is not a coincidence. Genuine rigor requires including what is uncomfortable.

VI. Machine Learning and the Limits of the Formal
Contemporary machine learning reproduces this ideological confusion at scale. Large language
models and statistical learning systems excel at identifying patterns within training distributions.
They can optimize for specified objectives with remarkable efficiency. They can generate outputs
that resemble human language, reasoning, and creativity closely enough to be mistaken for the real
thing.

But they cannot justify ends. They can optimize outcomes; they cannot decide what is worth opti-
mizing. A model can track correlations; it cannot establish that a correlation is morally significant
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rather than merely statistically present.

When resource allocation algorithms are declared “logically sound” while producing systematic
discrimination, the issue is not implementation error. The issue is that the logic being applied is
structurally blind to moral cost, and that blindness is invisible to the system itself. Karl Popper’s
falsificationism establishes that no model is ever verified, only not yet falsified.[9] Every model
is provisional. But machine learning systems, deployed in high-stakes domains without adequate
mechanisms for challenge and revision, are treated as final rather than provisional. They are
contingent architectures, reflecting the values of their designers and the limitations of their training
data, presented as if they were fixed planes of objective fact.

Alasdair MacIntyre’s argument in After Virtue is relevant here: the Enlightenment project of
establishing value-free rational ethics failed not because rationality is impossible but because ethics
requires tradition, practice, and community, none of which can be formalized without remainder.[10]
AI systems trained on text corpora inherit the moral confusions of the communities that produced
those texts while claiming to transcend them. This is not a technical problem awaiting a technical
solution. It is the formal embodiment of the ideological confusion this essay has been describing
throughout.

VII. The Reconstruction: What Synthesis Demands
The argument so far has been negative: pure logic, treated as sufficient rather than conditional,
becomes ideology. The legitimate question that follows is constructive. If formal systems are
not self-grounding, what does grounded reasoning look like? The synthesis method is what this
essay proposes. It is not a refusal of formal tools but a discipline governing when and how each
tool applies. Three procedural commitments distinguish the synthesis method from the pure-logic
alternative it critiques.

The first commitment is naming the axioms before deploying the system.

Every formal system rests on axioms that the system itself cannot validate. This is Gödel’s result
inside mathematics; it is also Al-Ghazali’s result inside the kalam tradition.[11] The synthesis
method does not deny the axioms or evade them. It requires them to be stated, in plain language,
before any conclusion drawn from the system is admitted as authoritative.

This is a heavier requirement than it sounds. In economics, the axioms of representative-agent
macroeconomics, that aggregate behavior can be derived from individual utility maximization, that
markets clear at the time-scale relevant to the analysis, that the appropriate horizon for valuation
matches the model’s horizon, are usually invisible in the policy claims the model produces. The
conclusions are reported. The axioms are background. The synthesis method reverses this: axioms
in the foreground, conclusions conditional on them.

The same applies in machine learning. The training distribution is an axiom. The objective function
is an axiom. The decision about what counts as a successful prediction is an axiom. A system that
reports outputs without surfacing these premises is producing the appearance of conclusion from
concealed assumption. Synthesis requires premises to be visible at the same scale as conclusions.

The second commitment is testing the context-fit before transferring the model.

Every model has a domain of application. Outside that domain, its conclusions are not necessarily
wrong. They are unverified. The synthesis method treats domain-fit as a question that must be
answered before transfer, not after.
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This is what model pluralism with contextual discipline specifies: pluralism without discipline
collapses into eclecticism; discipline without pluralism collapses into dogma. The disciplined version
asks, before any model is deployed, what context produced this model, what context is being
analyzed, and whether the structural similarity is sufficient to justify the transfer. Where the
similarity is insufficient, the model is held in reserve while a more appropriate instrument is sought.

The Islamic legal tradition had a precise version of this commitment. Tahqiq al-manat, the verifica-
tion of the operative cause, is the methodological requirement that before a conclusion is transferred
from an established case to a new one, the analyst must establish that the underlying condition that
justified the original conclusion is genuinely present in the new context.[12] This is not a softening of
inferential rigor. It is its precondition. The same procedural move appears, in different vocabulary,
in Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics on the proper subject-matter of a science, in Wittgenstein’s later
work on language-games, and in Rodrik’s defense of model multiplicity in economics. The principle
is older than any of these formulations and broader than the disciplines that have rediscovered it.

The third commitment is holding the contradiction without forced resolution.

Where two models give incompatible conclusions about the same case, the synthesis method does
not require immediate resolution by elimination. It allows, and at times requires, that the contra-
diction be held until either the context that determines which model applies becomes legible, or
the contradiction itself is recognized as informative about the limits of both models.

This is the harder commitment, because pure-logic frameworks are built around the law of non-
contradiction at the surface level. But the synthesis method does not violate non-contradiction
at the level of fact. It refuses premature resolution at the level of frame. Two models can give
incompatible conclusions because they are tracking different aspects of the same phenomenon,
because they apply to different sub-contexts within the case, or because the case is genuinely on
the boundary between their domains of validity. The premature resolution, choosing one model
and dismissing the other, produces a specific kind of error: confidence at the cost of accuracy.

The philosophical position that makes this procedurally available is that truth can shift by context
without becoming meaningless. Truth-claims are anchored in conditions; the conditions are explicit;
truth that holds under one set of conditions may not hold under another. The absence of universal
applicability is not nihilism. It is precision about the conditions under which the claim holds.

Consider one case worked through. The central monetary policy debate of the post-2008 period was
whether sustained quantitative easing, pursued in the Eurozone, the United Kingdom, the United
States, and Japan, was inflationary or growth-supportive. The pure-logic answer is supposed to
come from a model. The dominant model’s prediction was that sustained monetary expansion
at this scale would be inflationary. For most of the period from 2009 through 2020, it was not.
After 2021, it was, though the specific causal pathway (supply chain disruption, energy shock, post-
pandemic demand recovery) does not fit cleanly into the inflationary mechanism the original model
predicted.

A pure-logic application would have either abandoned the model after 2009 (too early; the model
recovered relevance in different conditions) or maintained the prediction throughout (too rigid;
the prediction failed for over a decade). The synthesis answer is harder and more accurate: the
model’s axioms about the relationship between money supply, output, and price level are valid
under specific structural conditions of the economy, and those conditions changed across the period
in ways the model’s axioms could not track. The contradiction between the model’s prediction and
the post-2008 reality was not a refutation of the model. It was information about the boundary
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between the conditions where the model applies and the conditions where it does not.

This is not philosophical evasion. It is the actual procedure of careful economic analysis. What
synthesis names is the method that the best economists already use implicitly when they avoid the
mistake of confusing model output with reality. What this essay argues is that the implicit method
should be made explicit, taught as a distinct intellectual discipline, and protected institutionally
against the pressure to collapse it back into the false rigor of single-model dogmatism.

The institutional implication follows. The synthesis method requires intellectual institutions de-
signed to protect it. The current institutional landscape, single-discipline departments, single-
method publications, single-axiom training programs, actively pushes intellectual practice in the
opposite direction. An economist trained in the dominant tradition is rewarded for fluency in one
set of models; the cross-disciplinary fluency that synthesis requires is often treated as a hobby or a
liability.

This is the structural argument for the institutional vision the Bayt al-Hikmah tradition points
toward: an institution organized around translation and synthesis as primary intellectual work
rather than as auxiliary services. The Abbasid Bayt al-Hikmah was the structural condition under
which a generation of philosophers, mathematicians, physicians, and theologians produced work
that single-tradition institutions could not have produced. The argument here is not nostalgia.
It is that the structural conditions that made cross-domain rigor institutionally durable have not
been replicated since, and that the absence of such institutions is a current intellectual cost that
the synthesis method makes visible.

The method has a boundary, and the honest version of the argument includes it. Where contra-
diction must be resolved at the surface level, operationally, in real-time decision-making under
hard constraints, the method’s tolerance for held contradiction is a liability rather than a virtue.
A surgeon does not suspend judgment between two diagnostic frames during an operation. An
emergency response does not pause to verify cross-domain context-fit. The synthesis method is
a method for reasoning under uncertainty about durable claims, not for action under emergency.
Where time and rigor are not available, faster heuristics, including pure-logic procedures, remain
the right tool. The argument is not that synthesis displaces formal methods universally. It is
that pure-logic procedures, deployed outside their proper domain, produce ideological output that
mistakes itself for objective conclusion. What synthesis offers is not the displacement of formal
reasoning but honesty about its conditions.

VIII. What Follows
The argument is not that formal methods should be abandoned. Gödel’s incompleteness results
are formal. Al-Ghazali’s critique of the philosophers is formally rigorous. The point is that formal
methods are tools with domains of application, not self-validating final authorities.

If the goal is genuinely to understand how knowledge arises, evolves, and shapes reality, then any
framework that excludes belief, ethics, emotion, legitimacy, and power is not rigorous enough for
the task. It may succeed computationally while failing humanly. The synthesis method is not
a softening of rigor. It is a demand for more rigor, extended to the domains that pure logic has
declared off-limits. And if the aim is truth rather than control, then the hardest step is not learning
more logic. It is accepting that no system, however elegant, will ever be closed. This is what the
Islamic philosophical tradition already knew, what Gödel proved within mathematics, and what
the history of pure logic applied to human affairs confirms on every page.
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Collective Confusion as Civilizational Phase: Beyond Misinforma-
tion into Structural Epistemic Collapse
The epistemic crisis is not bad information inside a working system. It is a phase in which the
shared ground for assessing any claim has collapsed, and the tools built to correct false content
cannot reach a problem they were never designed to address.

Abstract
The dominant framing of contemporary information pathology, misinformation, disinformation,
and fake news, systematically misdiagnoses the phase we are in. Misinformation frameworks as-
sume a shared epistemic baseline that can be corrected; fact-checking, media literacy, and content
moderation are the tools appropriate to that assumption. The thesis of this paper is that the shared
epistemic baseline itself has been structurally compromised: not damaged but functionally absent
at the scale required for democratic deliberation. This is a different condition, requiring different
analysis and different tools. The paper develops the concept of collective confusion as civilizational
phase: a structural condition characterized by cognitive overload, fragmented perception, societal
paralysis, and the systematic exploitation of epistemic helplessness for resource and political control.
It proposes a four-indicator operationalization of the threshold between information distortion and
structural epistemic collapse, and introduces the Empirical-Mythological Inverse Feedback Model as
a diagnostic and predictive framework that addresses the specific failure mode of data-only analysis
in a manipulated information environment. The paper concludes with implications for governance,
sovereignty protection, and discourse reconstruction.

I. The Misinformation Frame and Its Limits
The dominant framework for understanding our current information crisis treats the problem as
one of content quality. False information spreads. True information does not spread as well, or
spreads too slowly. The corrective is to produce better information, distribute it more effectively,
flag false information more rigorously, and build the media literacy skills required to distinguish
reliable from unreliable sources. These are the assumptions behind fact-checking organizations,
platform content moderation policies, and most media literacy curricula.

This framework is not wrong about the problem it describes. False information does spread. Con-
tent moderation does reduce some categories of harmful content. Media literacy does help some
populations navigate information more effectively. But the framework has a structural limitation:
it presupposes a shared epistemic baseline that can be appealed to, a common ground from which
false information deviates and to which correction can return it.

The argument of this paper is that this baseline has been compromised at a scale that changes the
nature of the problem. We are not in an environment of degraded information quality operating
within a functioning shared epistemic system. We are in an environment where the structural
conditions for a shared epistemic system, the conditions under which claims can be collectively
assessed and consensus on what counts as verification can be reached, have themselves collapsed.
This is a different situation. It requires different diagnosis.

The distinction this paper depends on is closest to C. Thi Nguyen’s differentiation between epistemic
bubbles and echo chambers.[1] Epistemic bubbles are information environments with incomplete
information: some voices are missing, some data is not present, but the basic capacity to assess
information remains intact. Echo chambers are environments with active immunity to outside
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testimony: the problem is not incomplete information but the structural incapacity to update
beliefs even when contrary evidence is present. The misinformation framework is designed for
epistemic bubbles. What this paper diagnoses is something beyond echo chambers: an environment
in which the very conditions for assessing information have become contested and in many contexts
dysfunctional at a civilizational scale.

This difference matters for policy. Fact-checking tools are appropriate when the problem is false
information circulating in a system that can assess claims. When the system for assessing claims
has itself collapsed, adding more fact-checks is not an adequate response. It is an appropriate tool
applied to a problem it was not designed to address.

II. What Collective Confusion Is
Collective confusion is a phase. It is not a permanent condition and not a description of individual
cognitive failure, but a structural condition of a civilization’s information environment characterized
by four properties operating simultaneously.

The first property is cognitive overload producing paralysis, not skepticism. The standard theory
of information overload holds that too much information produces overwhelmed consumers who
become more selective and more critical. The empirical pattern that has emerged is different:
information overload at the scale produced by algorithmic platforms tends to produce not critical
selectivity but resignation, a withdrawal from the effort of assessment that produces blind reliance
on whatever source is most proximate, most confident, or most emotionally resonant. Hannah
Arendt’s observation about totalitarian propaganda applies here: the point is not to convince but
to exhaust.[2] When citizens are exhausted by the effort of sorting, they outsource the sorting, to
platforms, to influencers, to whatever narrative structure arrives first and sounds certain.

The second is borderless epistemic influence as geopolitical instrument. Timothy Snyder’s analysis
of Russian information strategy in Ukraine and Eastern Europe documented the deliberate deploy-
ment of confusion: not propaganda in the classical sense of promoting a specific alternative narra-
tive, but the production of enough contradictory narratives that the idea of stable factual ground
itself becomes incredible.[3] RAND researchers Christopher Paul and Miriam Matthews named the
underlying model the “firehose of falsehood”: high-volume, multi-channel, rapid, continuous, and
unconcerned with consistency, designed not to persuade but to disorient.[4] The geopolitical inno-
vation is that this requires no territory, no army, and no direct engagement. It requires only the
capacity to inject sufficient noise into another population’s information environment. The defense
requires maintaining the epistemic infrastructure of shared discourse, something few democracies
have explicitly built.

The third is the commodification of citizens through epistemic asymmetry. Shoshana Zuboff’s anal-
ysis of surveillance capitalism identifies the structural mechanism: platforms accumulate behavioral
data that users cannot access and use it to manipulate the information environment in ways that
redirect behavior toward commercial ends.[5] The epistemic asymmetry is constitutive: the plat-
form knows more about what each user will believe, what they will click, and what emotional state
makes them most susceptible to influence than the user knows about themselves. This asymmetry
is not incidental to the platform’s function. It is the platform’s competitive advantage. Confusion
is profitable when a confused population is easier to direct.

The fourth is the structural absence of verification conditions. The combination of these three
forces produces what Jean Baudrillard anticipated and what has now become empirically visible:
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an environment in which the simulation precedes and produces reality, in which the sign system
detaches from the referent.[6] Democratic deliberation requires a minimum shared epistemic base:
the ability to appeal to facts, to invoke verification procedures that opponents accept as binding, to
reach conclusions that survive challenge. Below that base, deliberation becomes theater. The void
that remains is filled by whatever narrative structure is most organized, most confidently asserted,
and most emotionally satisfying, regardless of its relationship to verifiable reality.

III. The Threshold Argument
The concept of a civilizational phase requires a threshold: a point at which quantitative degradation
of information quality becomes qualitative transformation of the epistemic system’s structure. This
is the hardest argumentative task in this paper, and it is worth being explicit about it.

The claim is not that things have always been bad and are now getting gradually worse. That claim
would not support the concept of a phase transition. The claim is that there is a threshold below
which distortion, bias, and misinformation operate within a functioning shared epistemic system,
and above which the system itself ceases to function for the purposes that matter, specifically
democratic deliberation and collective governance.

Several convergent trends suggest this threshold has been crossed in a meaningful number of con-
texts. Institutional trust surveys, including the Edelman Trust Barometer and Gallup polling across
major democracies, show sustained, cross-institutional collapse in trust in media, government, sci-
ence, and other epistemic authorities that has accelerated over the past fifteen years. The collapse
is not merely of trust in specific institutions for specific reasons; that would be epistemic bubble
territory. The collapse is of the idea that there are trustworthy authorities capable of adjudicating
factual disputes. This is the structural condition the phase concept names.

The second indicator is the political emergence of what might be called confidence without verifiabil-
ity: political movements and leaders that explicitly reject the authority of conventional verification
institutions (expert consensus, peer-reviewed science, official statistics) as markers of trustworthi-
ness, and treat the rejection itself as a credibility signal. This is not post-truth in the sense of
indifference to facts. It is a structural attack on the verification institutions that make shared fac-
tual assessment possible. It succeeds when the shared epistemic baseline has already been eroded
enough that the attack is credible.

The third indicator is the systematic failure of correction, and the failure is structural rather than
moral. In a functioning epistemic system, false information corrected by credible sources produces
some update in belief. The empirical literature on correction effectiveness shows this update is
partial and unreliable even under good conditions.[7] Under the conditions of collective confusion,
correction is often structurally ineffective, not because the corrected information is unavailable but
because the institutions offering the correction have lost the minimum authority required for their
corrections to be taken as binding.

IV. Operationalizing the Threshold
The claim that we have crossed a threshold from epistemic-bubble territory into structural con-
fusion is the load-bearing claim of this paper. If it cannot be operationalized, if no measurable
indicator can distinguish the two conditions, then the claim is unfalsifiable, and an unfalsifiable
claim about civilizational phase change is rhetoric, not analysis. This section proposes four con-
vergent indicators, none of which is sufficient on its own, but whose joint movement provides a
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defensible operationalization of the threshold.

Indicator 1: Cross-institutional trust collapse, not just specific-institution distrust

The first indicator is the magnitude and breadth of institutional trust collapse rather than its
presence. Distrust of a specific institution, a particular news outlet, a particular government, a
particular scientific finding, is consistent with a healthy epistemic system. It signals that the system
is updating beliefs based on evidence about institutional performance. What signals threshold
crossing is the simultaneous collapse of trust across categorically different institutions: media,
government, science, judiciary, academia, religious institutions. When the trust-collapse pattern is
cross-categorical rather than category-specific, the issue is no longer the performance of any specific
institution. The issue is the population’s loss of confidence that any institutional category produces
trustworthy information.

The Edelman Trust Barometer’s longitudinal data is the most cited cross-national source for this
indicator. The 2024 Edelman survey reported that, across 28 countries, fewer than half of re-
spondents trust government, media, or NGOs to do what is right; the 2025 survey shows continued
cross-categorical distrust, with the dispersion between high-trust and low-trust populations growing
rather than narrowing.[8] The Gallup confidence-in-institutions surveys for the United States show
trust in mass media at the lowest levels recorded since the series began, with the cross-partisan
dispersion at historic highs.[9] The OECD’s Trust in Government dataset shows similar cross-
institutional patterns across most member states. The convergence across instruments, designed
by different organizations, fielded with different methodologies, reported on different schedules, is
what distinguishes a methodological artifact from a structural condition.

The threshold operationalization for this indicator: when cross-institutional trust falls below 50 per-
cent on simultaneous measures across at least three categorically distinct institution types (for exam-
ple, media, government, and science), and when the cross-partisan or cross-demographic dispersion
exceeds the within-category trust level, the trust-collapse pattern has moved beyond institution-
specific skepticism into the structural condition this paper names. The current data suggests this
threshold has been crossed in the United States, the United Kingdom, and several continental Eu-
ropean democracies. It has not been clearly crossed in Northern Europe (Denmark, Finland, the
Netherlands) or in several East Asian high-trust societies (Singapore, Japan). The picture in Gulf
and broader Arab societies is mixed and partially structurally distinctive in ways that warrant a
separate sub-analysis.

Indicator 2: Asymmetric resilience of correction

The second indicator addresses the update function rather than the belief function. In a functioning
epistemic system, when a credible source corrects a false claim, the population’s belief in the false
claim should decline: not necessarily uniformly, not necessarily completely, but measurably. The
indicator of threshold crossing is the systematic failure of correction to produce measurable belief
update across mainstream populations.

The empirical literature on correction effectiveness has evolved substantially since Nyhan and Rei-
fler’s original 2010 work suggested that corrections sometimes produced “backfire effects” in which
exposure to corrective information strengthened the false belief. Subsequent research has compli-
cated this picture: backfire effects are less common and less stable than the initial work suggested,
and corrections do produce belief update under most experimental conditions.[10] But the residual
finding, that corrections are most effective where the correcting institution retains some baseline
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authority, implies the converse: corrections are systematically ineffective in environments where
the correcting institutions have lost that authority.

The threshold operationalization for this indicator: when controlled studies show that correction
from formerly trusted sources produces statistically insignificant belief update on policy-relevant
claims across politically heterogeneous populations, the system has crossed from epistemic-bubble
territory (where corrections work but reach an incomplete audience) into the structural condi-
tion (where corrections do not work because the authority on which they depend has dissolved).
Meta-analytic work on misinformation correction, particularly the studies aggregating correction
effectiveness across the 2020 to 2023 period, provides preliminary evidence that this threshold has
been crossed for specific high-salience topics in several large democracies.

Indicator 3: Confidence-without-verifiability as credibility signal

The third indicator is qualitative but operationalizable: the political emergence of a credibility logic
in which the explicit rejection of conventional verification institutions becomes itself a marker of
trustworthiness. This is structurally different from skepticism of specific institutional claims. It
is the inversion of the conventional relationship between verification and credibility. In a func-
tioning system, credibility flows partly from procedural alignment with established verification.
In the structural-confusion phase, credibility flows partly from procedural rejection of established
verification.

This is empirically observable in the rhetorical strategies of political movements that have gained
electoral traction across multiple democracies in the 2016 to 2026 period. The pattern is not
country-specific or ideologically specific. It appears in formations associated with the populist right
(Trump-affiliated rhetoric in the United States, Brexit campaign rhetoric in the United Kingdom,
AfD positioning in Germany), in formations associated with the populist left (the rejection of
mainstream economic and policy expertise across multiple Latin American left movements), and in
formations that resist clean ideological placement (the Five Star Movement in Italy, the gilets jaunes
in France). The specific verification institutions whose rejection becomes a credibility signal vary:
official statistics, expert consensus, peer-reviewed science, mainstream media, judicial authority.
The structural pattern is identical: explicit institutional rejection as positive credibility marker
rather than as cost.

The threshold operationalization: when explicit rejection of conventional verification institutions
correlates positively with electoral or movement support across at least three distinct ideological
formations within a polity, the credibility logic has inverted at scale. The inversion is the structural
condition rather than its symptom.

Indicator 4: The verification-public-good provision gap

The fourth indicator is institutional rather than perceptual. Verification, the social process by
which factual claims are tested and either confirmed or revised, is a public good. It requires insti-
tutions that have the capacity to perform the verification function and the legitimacy to have their
verification accepted. In a functioning system, this provision holds: there are journalists, scientists,
academics, civil servants, and judicial actors whose professional identity includes verification work,
and whose verifications are accepted across most of the relevant population. In the structural-
confusion phase, the provision of this public good has been hollowed out. The institutions that
historically performed verification are operating with reduced funding, reduced personnel, reduced
reach, and reduced authority simultaneously.
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The threshold operationalization: when the institutional capacity for verification, measured by met-
rics like the number of working investigative journalists per capita, the share of national budget
committed to independent statistical and scientific institutions, the survival rate of fact-checking
organizations after their first three years of operation, and the quantitative reach of credible veri-
fication outputs across the population, falls below the level required to sustain a shared epistemic
baseline, the public-good provision gap has become structural rather than incidental.

The OECD has begun to track some of these indicators under its Reinforcing Democracy initiative,
but the metrics are not yet standardized across jurisdictions and the operationalization is still
preliminary. This is one of the areas where the threshold argument’s measurability would benefit
most from cross-national institutional investment in shared indicators.

What the indicators jointly imply

No single indicator establishes the threshold claim. Cross-institutional trust collapse without cor-
rection failure is consistent with a system that is rebuilding its epistemic infrastructure. Correc-
tion failure without confidence-without-verifiability rhetoric is consistent with a system in which
corrective institutions have specific recoverable failures. Confidence-without-verifiability without
measurable verification provision gaps is consistent with a system in which the credibility logic has
inverted in some movements without yet hollowing out the institutional capacity. Each indicator
alone is necessary; none is sufficient.

The threshold-crossing claim is that all four indicators are simultaneously present in a meaningful
number of advanced industrial democracies as of the mid-2020s, and that their joint presence is
what distinguishes the current phase from any of the prior periods of epistemic strain in the post-
1945 period (the early Cold War era, the Vietnam-Watergate period, the post-9/11 period). Those
earlier periods exhibited some indicators: specific-institution distrust during Vietnam-Watergate,
institutional capacity strain in the post-2008 fiscal pressure period. They did not exhibit the full
convergence. The current period is structurally different in that respect.

This operationalization is provisional. The thresholds for each indicator could be tightened or
relaxed; the indicators could be supplemented or replaced by superior measures as the empirical
literature develops; the convergence requirement could be specified more precisely. But the move
from a qualitative phase claim to a quantitative threshold operationalization is the move that
determines whether the collective confusion concept is analytically tractable or merely rhetorically
suggestive. This paper claims it can be the former.

V. Why Habermas Does Not Fully Apply, and What It Implies
Jürgen Habermas’s theory of communicative action holds that the rationality inherent in communi-
cation, the implicit norms of truth, sincerity, and normative rightness that every serious speech act
invokes, can provide the basis for genuine consensus if the structural conditions for free deliberation
are met.[11] The task, for Habermas, is to protect the “lifeworld” of communicative action from
colonization by the system imperatives of money and power.

This is the right diagnostic direction but underspecifies the current problem. Habermas assumes
that communicative reason can reassert itself when the conditions of colonization are identified and
challenged. The collective confusion thesis holds that something more severe has occurred: the
infrastructure of communicative reason, shared factual anchors, mutually recognized verification
procedures, and institutions trusted to adjudicate, has been dismantled, not merely colonized.
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Colonization of the lifeworld still leaves the lifeworld intact, degraded but recoverable through
political action. Structural absence of epistemic infrastructure leaves nothing to recover through
political action. It must be reconstructed first.

This implication is important for policy. The Habermasian response to the information crisis is
primarily political: defend deliberative institutions, expand public sphere access, resist commodifi-
cation of discourse. These are necessary but insufficient. Before deliberative politics can function,
the epistemic infrastructure that makes deliberation meaningful must exist. Rebuilding that infras-
tructure is a prior task, and one for which existing policy frameworks provide almost no guidance.

VI. The Empirical-Mythological Inverse Feedback Model as Diagnostic Tool
Standard diagnostic frameworks for collective confusion operate exclusively at the data layer: they
measure bot amplification rates, track content spread patterns, count instances of specific false
claims, and map disinformation networks. These tools are valuable, but they have a structural
vulnerability. In an environment of manipulated information, the data layer is itself contaminated.
Models that depend entirely on data inherit the manipulation of the data they analyze.

A better diagnostic framework operates as a bidirectional loop between empirical data and what this
paper calls mythological frameworks: the collective beliefs, archetypes, cultural narratives, shared
symbolic structures, and societal norms that shape how populations process information, whom they
trust, and what emotional responses they bring to new information. This is not mysticism. Jung’s
collective unconscious and Plato’s forms are pointing at something empirically real: human behavior
is structured by symbolic and archetypal patterns that predate any specific data environment and
that empirical data systematically underestimates. The Empirical-Mythological Inverse Feedback
Model operationalizes this insight.[12]

Phase 1 runs empirical to mythological. The analysis begins with verifiable data: trust erosion
statistics, behavioral indicators, spread patterns, institutional approval rates. This empirical base
is used to stress-test and filter mythological material: collective beliefs, cultural archetypes, shared
narratives, societal norms. The goal is not to eliminate the mythological layer but to make it
analytically reliable by removing what does not survive empirical contact. A cultural narrative
of the “savior figure” during institutional crisis, common across political systems, is mythological
raw material. Empirical testing asks: does this narrative activate measurably in periods of institu-
tional distrust? Does it predict specific behavioral patterns (authoritarian preference, reduced civic
participation, increased susceptibility to charismatic leadership)? If it does, it becomes a refined
analytical input. If it does not, it is discarded.

Phase 2 runs mythological back into empirical, the inverse direction. The empirically vetted mytho-
logical insights are then fed back into the data analysis. The refined “savior figure” archetype can
predict behavioral responses to authoritarian consolidation during confusion phases, behavior that
bot-count data alone would not forecast. Archetypal fears, loss of agency, tribal dissolution, ex-
istential threat, explain why blind trust clusters where it does and how confusion is exploited for
resource management and political control. The inverse direction is what makes this model non-
standard. Myths do not just get explained by data. They explain data. They amplify the foresight
of empirical models by recovering the human-behavioral dimension that purely formal analysis
misses.

Each pass through the two phases refines both sides: empirical analysis improves the precision
of which mythological claims survive stress-testing; refined mythological insights improve the ex-
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planatory and predictive power of empirical analysis. The model’s validity depends entirely on the
quality of the grounding phase. Myths that are not rigorously stress-tested against data before
being fed back into analysis produce pseudoscience, not insight. The safeguard is transparency:
every mythological claim must be operationalized explicitly, every claim must be falsifiable at the
grounding phase, and what survives empirical testing must be documented separately from what
was discarded.

The methodological license here is model pluralism with contextual discipline: neither empiricism
nor symbolic analysis is privileged as the master method; each is used where it is strongest. The
contextual discipline is the grounding phase that prevents the mythological layer from becoming
unfalsifiable.

VII. Applications
Counter-disinformation. Standard counter-disinformation tools address the data layer: specific
false claims, specific networks, specific amplification mechanisms. The Empirical-Mythological
model identifies the archetypal hooks that make disinformation effective, the fear structures, iden-
tity threats, and symbolic resonances that specific false narratives activate. Intervention at the
archetypal level has more leverage than intervention at the content level, because it addresses the
mechanism of effectiveness rather than specific instances. A thousand fact-checks against a narra-
tive that successfully activates tribal identity fear will have less effect than an alternative narrative
that addresses the same archetype differently.

Sovereignty protection in a borderless information environment. The Gulf’s experience of borderless
epistemic threat illustrates the stakes. Governments facing epistemic attacks from external actors
need tools that read both the empirical signals (what is being amplified, how rapidly, through
which networks) and the cultural-symbolic terrain being targeted (which identity anxieties, which
historical grievances, which legitimacy vulnerabilities). The model provides the framework for the
second dimension, which purely data-driven national security analysis cannot access.

Discourse reconstruction. The model’s output is not only prediction but diagnosis. By surfacing
which symbolic structures are currently anchoring coherent discourse for a given population, and
which have been severed, it informs the reconstruction of epistemic infrastructure. This is the
policy implication that misinformation frameworks cannot reach: not how to correct specific false
information, but how to rebuild the shared anchors that make information correction possible.

VIII. Conclusion: The Phase Ends
The concept of a civilizational phase carries an implication that is worth stating explicitly: phases
end. Collective confusion is not a permanent condition. It is what happens when the rate of change
in the information environment exceeds the rate at which epistemic institutions can adapt. That
gap eventually closes, through the collapse of the institutions that could not adapt, through the
emergence of new ones that can, or through the deliberate reconstruction of epistemic infrastructure
by actors who understand what is needed.

The first path, collapse, is the historically common one. The second, emergent adaptation, is slower
and less reliable but has historical precedents. The third, deliberate reconstruction, is the one for
which we have the least theory and the most urgent need. The Empirical-Mythological model is a
contribution to the analytical toolkit that deliberate reconstruction requires: a framework that can
operate in the contaminated data environment of the confusion phase and surface what needs to be
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rebuilt rather than merely documenting what has been lost. Which actors have both the capacity
and the legitimacy to do that rebuilding is the question the diagnosis leaves open, and it is not a
small one.

Sources
[1] Nguyen, C. Thi. “Echo Chambers and Epistemic Bubbles.” Episteme, vol. 17, no. 2, 2020,
pp. 141-161.

[2] Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. Harcourt, Brace, 1951. See especially Part
Three (“Totalitarianism”), Chapter 11 on propaganda.

[3] Snyder, Timothy. The Road to Unfreedom: Russia, Europe, America. Tim Duggan Books, 2018.

[4] Paul, Christopher, and Miriam Matthews. “The Russian ‘Firehose of Falsehood’ Propaganda
Model: Why It Might Work and Options to Counter It.” RAND Corporation, 2016. See also
Radin, Andrew, and Clinton Bruce Reach. “Russian Views of Information Warfare and Information
Operations.” RAND Corporation, 2017.

[5] Zuboff, Shoshana. The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the
New Frontier of Power. PublicAffairs, 2019.

[6] Baudrillard, Jean. Simulacra and Simulation. Trans. Sheila Faria Glaser. University of Michi-
gan Press, 1994.

[7] Nyhan, Brendan, and Jason Reifler. “When Corrections Fail: The Persistence of Political
Misperceptions.” Political Behavior, vol. 32, 2010, pp. 303-330.

[8] Edelman Trust Institute. 2024 Edelman Trust Barometer: Innovation in Peril. Edelman, 2024;
2025 Edelman Trust Barometer: Trust and the Crisis of Grievance. Edelman, 2025.

[9] Gallup. Confidence in Institutions surveys, 1972-present. The 2024 survey reported 31 percent
of Americans expressing trust in mass media, down from 72 percent in 1976, with the cross-partisan
dispersion (Democrats 54 percent, Republicans 12 percent) at historic highs.

[10] Wood, Thomas, and Ethan Porter. “The Elusive Backfire Effect: Mass Attitudes’ Steadfast
Factual Adherence.” Political Behavior, vol. 41, 2019, pp. 135-163. Wood and Porter’s replication
and extension of the Nyhan-Reifler design across 52 issues established that backfire effects are rare,
but also documented that correction effectiveness is highly conditional on the trustworthiness of the
correcting source. For meta-analytic synthesis, see Walter, Nathan, and Sheila T. Murphy. “How
to Unring the Bell: A Meta-Analytic Approach to Correction of Misinformation.” Communication
Monographs, vol. 85, no. 3, 2018, pp. 423-441.

[11] Habermas, Jürgen. The Theory of Communicative Action, Vol. 2: Lifeworld and System.
Trans. Thomas McCarthy. Beacon Press, 1987.

[12] The epistemological grounding of this model is developed in the companion essay “On the
Limits of Pure Logic, Mathematical Formalism, and the Modeling of Knowledge”: the argument
that formal systems depend on non-formal foundations is the same move made here at the level of
social science methodology.

46



What Economics Loses When It Travels Fast: Context Collapse
and the Discourse Failure of Economic Ideas
An economic finding is accurate only inside the conditions that produced it. The media formats it
travels through strip those conditions away, and public debate inherits a claim that has the shape of
the original and none of its truth.

I. The Journey an Idea Takes
Start with a finding. A team of economists runs a careful study in a specific context, a city, a country,
a time period, a set of industries, on a specific question. They find a result. They publish it in a
journal with appropriate methodological caveats, sample-size qualifications, and scope conditions.
The paper is read by other economists who understand the methodological language, know the
literature the study is positioned in, and can evaluate the finding’s significance in context.

Then the finding travels.

A journalist covers it. The methodological caveats survive the first step, but compressed. The
scope conditions, the specific context, the sample-size qualifications, the “under these conditions”
that made the finding precise, get shorter with each paragraph until they disappear entirely. A
headline appears: “Study Shows Policy X Works” or “Economists Find Phenomenon Y Real.” The
finding is now a fact, floating free of its conditions.

The headline gets shared. The finding moves from the article to a tweet, from a tweet to a screenshot,
from a screenshot to a video clip, from a clip to a meme. At each step the journey strips another
layer of context. By the time it reaches a parliamentary debate, an op-ed, a dinner table argument,
or a political campaign advertisement, what remains of the original finding is a slogan. Not even a
simplified version of the original claim. Something that has the shape of the original claim but has
lost everything that gave that claim its specific meaning.

This is not primarily a story about bad journalism or dishonest politics, though both exist. It
is about a structural mismatch: economic ideas require contextual scaffolding to be accurately
understood, and the media formats through which they travel systematically strip that scaffolding
away. The problem is the architecture of economic discourse, not the intentions of the people
working within it.

II. What Economics Actually Is
To understand what is being lost, it helps to be precise about what economics is, as a method
rather than as a set of conclusions.

The dominant popular image of economics is a body of established truths: free markets work, or
free markets fail; minimum wages help workers, or minimum wages destroy jobs; austerity restores
fiscal health, or austerity produces recessions. The public debate about economics largely consists
of people selecting from this imagined menu and arguing for their preferred items.

This image is wrong in a way that is directly relevant to the problem. Economics is not a menu
of conclusions. It is a set of analytical instruments, models, frameworks, and empirical methods,
each of which produces accurate results in some conditions and inaccurate results in others.[1]
The minimum wage debate is not a debate about whether minimum wages help or hurt workers.
It is a debate about which economic context you are analyzing, which labor market structure is
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operating, what the elasticity of labor demand is in this specific sector and region, and what the
counterfactual is. The answer to “do minimum wages work” is: it depends on what you mean by
“work,” which workers you are asking about, and what the specific conditions of the labor market
you are analyzing are.

This is not epistemic cowardice or academic fence-sitting. It is the accurate description of how
economics actually functions at the level of analysis rather than the level of ideology. Dani Rodrik’s
Economics Rules is the most lucid recent articulation of this: economists have many models, and
the skill of good economic analysis is choosing the right model for the context.[2] A model that is
precisely correct in one context will be precisely wrong in another. The context is not a detail. It
is the variable that determines everything.

What this means for discourse is that economic ideas stripped of their context are not simplified
economic ideas. They are fundamentally different claims, claims that may be false in the context
in which they are deployed even if the original finding they derived from was true in the context
that generated it.

III. The Mechanism of Context Collapse
Neil Postman’s analysis of television as an epistemological medium, the medium that turns all
discourse into entertainment, trains its audience to absorb information in fragments without context,
and colonizes public communication with its “now this” logic of radical decontextualization, remains
the most useful diagnostic framework even though its target is now half a century old.[3] Postman
was writing about television. The phenomenon he described has since been amplified by a factor
that makes television seem like a high-context medium. Social media is to television what television
was to print: a further compression, a further acceleration, a further stripping of the scaffolding
that allows complex ideas to be transmitted without distortion.

The mechanism operates through several channels.

The first is format compression. Every container for ideas in the contemporary media ecosystem
has a maximum complexity it can hold. A tweet holds less than a paragraph. A headline holds
less than an article. A video clip holds less than a documentary. An infographic holds less than
a report. As economic ideas travel from the academic form in which they were generated into the
media forms through which they circulate, they get compressed at each step to fit the container.
Compression is not neutral. The first things stripped are the scope conditions, the methodological
caveats, and the “it depends on context” qualifications that make an economic claim accurate in
its domain. These are structurally incompressible; they are the content that requires space, not the
conclusions that can be reduced to a phrase. So the compression process systematically removes
the most important information and retains the most misleading.

Time is the second problem. Economic complexity operates on a time scale fundamentally in-
compatible with the news cycle.[4] A careful empirical finding about the effects of trade policy in
manufacturing regions requires years of data, careful identification strategies, and multiple rounds
of peer review before it can be stated with reasonable confidence. The policy debate that finding
is supposed to inform operates on a time scale of weeks. By the time the evidence is strong enough
to support confident conclusions, the political moment has passed, and a different set of simplified
claims, drawn from weaker sources or from earlier, less accurate analyses, has already become the
established common sense.

The third channel is algorithmic amplification. The filter bubble mechanism that Eli Pariser identi-
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fied, the tendency of algorithmic recommendation to show users content that confirms their priors
rather than content that challenges them, creates a specific problem for economic discourse.[5] A
nuanced economic claim, presented with appropriate context and qualification, is less shareable
than a confident, decontextualized claim that fits an existing ideological prior. The algorithmic
structure rewards confidence and punishes nuance. The result is a systematic selection pressure
against accurately contextualized economic ideas and in favor of decontextualized slogans that fit
existing frames. The medium is not indifferent to the message in this dimension. It actively selects
against complexity.

There is also a supply-side problem that Rodrik identifies explicitly: economists themselves are not
innocent in context collapse. When economists communicate publicly, in op-eds, on television, in
congressional testimony, they frequently operate in the simplified register that the context demands,
producing confident universal claims from findings that are conditional and context-specific. The
professional identity of the economist as policy expert creates pressure toward confident prescription
even when the honest answer is “it depends.” The oversimplification is not purely downstream of
media format. It is partly upstream, in how economic expertise performs in public contexts.[6]

IV. What Gets Lost
Context collapse in economic discourse has systematic consequences that are not evenly distributed
across ideas.

Some economic ideas survive decontextualization. They remain approximately accurate even when
stripped of their specific conditions. These tend to be ideas that hold under a wide range of
conditions, where the scope conditions are so broad that they do not need to be specified for the
claim to be approximately right. Basic price theory, comparative advantage at the macro level,
the long-run relationship between monetary expansion and inflation: these can survive significant
compression without becoming outright wrong. They can be distorted, but less severely.

Other economic ideas are fragile. Their accuracy is highly conditional on the specific context they
were generated in, and the wrong context changes not just the magnitude of the effect but its direc-
tion. Whether fiscal austerity is contractionary or expansionary depends on whether the economy
is operating above or below full capacity, whether monetary policy can offset fiscal contraction,
whether debt is denominated in a currency the state controls, whether the private sector can ab-
sorb the shock, and half a dozen other contextual variables. The decontextualized claim “austerity
works” or “austerity fails” is almost certainly wrong in at least some of the contexts in which it is
deployed, because the context-stripping has removed the variables that determine the answer.

The systematic problem is that the ideas most likely to be decontextualized are also the ideas
whose context matters most. High-stakes policy debates, about trade, austerity, minimum wages,
monetary policy, and climate economics, attract the most media attention and the most political
deployment. The attention is precisely what drives the compression. The ideas most in need of
careful contextual qualification are the ideas most systematically stripped of it.[7]

The consequence is not merely poor discourse. Poor discourse produces poor policy. A policy
designed on the basis of a decontextualized economic claim, implemented in a context for which
that claim was not accurate, produces outcomes the claim did not predict. The prediction failure
is then taken as evidence that “economists got it wrong” or that “economics does not work,” rather
than as evidence that the context-stripping process produced a misapplication of a contextually
accurate finding. The real failure is the discourse architecture, but the blame attaches to economics
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as a discipline.

V. Two Cases: Greek Austerity and the Seattle Minimum Wage
The mechanism is best illustrated against specific cases where decontextualization can be traced
from publication to public discourse to policy.

Greek austerity, 2010-2015

The Greek sovereign debt crisis produced one of the most consequential economic policy debates
of the 2010s, and one of the cleanest documented cases of context collapse producing predictable
policy failure. The technical question was specific: under what conditions, and at what magnitude,
does fiscal consolidation produce contractionary effects severe enough to be self-defeating in terms
of debt-to-GDP ratios? The economic literature had a substantial body of work on this question.
Christina Romer and David Romer’s 2010 American Economic Review paper used narrative anal-
ysis of postwar US tax changes to estimate fiscal multipliers under different conditions.[10] The
IMF’s own World Economic Outlook in October 2012, in the famous Box 1.1 by Olivier Blanchard
and Daniel Leigh, published the explicit acknowledgment that the multipliers used in earlier IMF
projections of austerity effects had been substantially understated, and that the actual contrac-
tionary effect of fiscal consolidation in the post-2008 environment was considerably larger than the
models had predicted.[11] The technical correction was rigorous, peer-reviewed, and published by
the institution most directly implicated in the original error.

What happened to that correction in public discourse is the case.

The Blanchard-Leigh finding was reduced, in mainstream coverage, to “the IMF admits austerity
caused a deeper recession than expected.” The methodological specificity disappeared: that the
multiplier underestimate was concentrated in a specific monetary-policy environment (the zero
lower bound), in a specific fiscal context (countries with limited monetary independence), and with
specific magnitude (a multiplier closer to 1.5 than the 0.5 that had been assumed). Within months,
the headline-level claim (“austerity caused the recession”) was deployed in arguments that the
original technical finding did not support: arguments that all fiscal consolidation is self-defeating,
arguments that no economy can ever sustainably reduce a debt-to-GDP ratio, arguments about
the moral failures of specific institutions whose technical conclusions had in fact been consistent
with the new finding once context was held constant. The decontextualization did not produce
consensus. It produced a parallel debate at a level of generality at which both sides could deploy
the headline-level claim without the underlying analysis constraining either of them.

The policy consequences were not abstract. The decontextualized debate fed back into the po-
litical process during the period when Greek policy was being adjusted, when the Eurozone was
negotiating subsequent country programs, and when fiscal consolidation decisions were being taken
in jurisdictions structurally different from Greece. In some of those jurisdictions, the appropriate
policy was indeed less aggressive consolidation. In others, particularly those with monetary inde-
pendence and demand conditions different from the Eurozone periphery, the technical case for the
same level of consolidation remained strong. The decontextualized claim could not distinguish these
cases. Both sides of the political debate cited the same compressed finding to support opposite
policy conclusions. The technical correction, which had been precise about conditions, had been
replaced by a slogan that was not.
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The Seattle minimum wage, 2014-2017

The second case is at the other end of the empirical specificity spectrum. Seattle’s 2014 minimum
wage ordinance phased the city’s minimum from $9.47 to $15 over several years. The policy created
an unusually clean natural experiment, and the University of Washington’s Minimum Wage Study
Team produced a sequence of papers using detailed administrative data on hours and wages.[12]
The 2017 paper by Jardim, Long, Plotnick, van Inwegen, Vigdor, and Wething found that the
second phase of the Seattle increase (from $11 to $13) reduced low-wage workers’ hours by enough
that average earnings among low-wage workers actually declined despite the higher hourly rate.
The contemporaneous Cengiz, Dube, Lindner, and Zipperer paper in the Quarterly Journal of
Economics used a bunching-estimator method to study minimum wage increases more broadly and
found minimal disemployment effects across most documented cases.[13]

Both findings are technically rigorous within their respective methodological frames. The Jardim
et al. findings depend on Seattle-specific administrative data not available in most jurisdictions; the
Cengiz et al. findings depend on a methodology that aggregates effects across many minimum wage
events with different magnitudes and contexts. The two findings are not directly contradictory.
They are tracking different aspects of the same general phenomenon under different empirical
conditions.

In public discourse, however, the two findings were treated as a binary verdict: either “minimum
wage increases hurt workers” (Jardim et al. compressed) or “minimum wage increases do not hurt
workers” (Cengiz et al. compressed). The methodological context, what each study was actually
measuring, under what conditions, with what limits, was stripped at the first compression step.
The resulting political deployment treated the question as if it were settled in one direction or the
other, when the careful conclusion the literature actually supports is that the effect of minimum
wage increases is highly conditional on the magnitude of the increase, the labor-market structure of
the jurisdiction, the specific industries affected, and the monetary and fiscal environment in which
the increase occurs. That conclusion is not deployable in the public discourse architecture this
paper has been describing. It cannot be compressed without becoming false.

The structural pattern across both cases is identical. A technical literature with substantial nuance
about scope conditions produces findings that are accurate within those conditions. The findings
travel through a media architecture that strips the conditions. The compressed claim is then
deployed in policy debates about cases for which the original analysis did not, and could not, speak.
The policy outcomes that follow are evaluated against the compressed claim rather than against
the original analysis, producing a feedback loop in which the failure of the compressed claim is read
as evidence that the underlying economics is wrong rather than as evidence that the compression
has produced misapplication.

VI. The Structural Diagnosis
What this paper is describing is a specific instance of a more general pattern: discourse failure that
is structural rather than moral.[8]

It is tempting to assign blame to specific actors. The journalist who oversimplified. The politician
who deployed a finding outside its conditions. The economist who overclaimed in public. The social
media platform that amplified the confident false claim over the nuanced accurate one. These actors
are all real and their choices matter. But locating the problem in individual failures misses the
structural feature that produces those failures: the discourse architecture is built in a way that
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makes context collapse the path of least resistance, and that makes careful contextualization costly
rather than rewarded.

The journalist who preserves all the scope conditions writes a longer, harder-to-read, less shareable
article that reaches fewer people. The politician who says “it depends on context” loses rhetorical
authority to those who say “the evidence shows.” The economist who is appropriately uncertain
in public receives less influence than the one who is inappropriately confident. The algorithm
distributes the confident, decontextualized claim more widely than the careful, qualified one. At
every step, the architecture rewards compression and punishes qualification.

Context collapse in economic discourse is therefore not a temporary malfunction of a basically func-
tional system. It is one domain-specific instance of a civilizational-scale condition: the systematic
erosion of the shared epistemic infrastructure on which collective assessment of claims depends.
Addressing it requires architectural change rather than individual correction.

The underlying infrastructure is what can be called the fragment economy: an economy in which
the tradeable unit of intellectual exchange is the legible fragment, the shareable claim, the quotable
finding, the confident conclusion, rather than the scaffolded argument. Economic ideas that can be
fragmented without loss of meaning travel well. Economic ideas that cannot be fragmented without
becoming false do not travel, or travel in distorted form. The fragment economy does not intend
to distort economic discourse. It is simply optimized for a different kind of content.

VII. The Context-First Alternative
What would it look like to build economic discourse infrastructure around the context-first princi-
ple?

The economics-as-contextual-toolbox framework provides the starting point. If economics is a set
of instruments with specific domains of application rather than a body of universal conclusions,
then economic communication should be organized around the conditions of application rather
than around the conclusions. “This finding holds under these conditions” is the primary claim;
“the policy implication under these different conditions is different” is the standard qualifier; “the
context you are in is X, so the relevant framework is Y” is the analysis.

This is not how economic discourse is currently structured. It is, however, how some of the best
economic communication already operates. Rodrik’s “growth diagnostics” framework is an insti-
tutional expression of this logic: before recommending policy, identify the binding constraints in
the specific context, which contextual factors are actually limiting growth here, and choose the
instrument that addresses those specific constraints.[9] This is contextual analysis rather than de-
contextualized prescription.

Building this into the architecture of economic discourse would require changes at multiple levels.
Journalistic norms would need to treat scope conditions as mandatory content rather than optional
qualification. Platform design would need to create shareable formats that include context alongside
conclusion, a structural problem that requires format innovation, not just norm change. Economic
communication training would need to prepare economists to communicate context alongside finding
as a professional obligation rather than an academic nicety. And audience development would
need to build the interpretive capacity in non-specialist audiences to demand context rather than
accepting confident decontextualized claims.

None of these changes is simple. The last is the most important and the hardest: discourse
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architecture ultimately adapts to what audiences reward, and audiences that have been trained to
reward confident simplicity are difficult to retrain. But the first step is accurately diagnosing the
structure of the problem, not as a failure of individual honesty but as a systemic mismatch between
the complexity requirements of economic ideas and the complexity tolerance of the discourse system
through which they travel.

VIII. Coda: Why This Is an Economics Problem, Not a Communication Problem
The standard response to arguments like this one is that the problem is in the communication, not
the economics: better science communication would solve it, and the discipline of economics is not
responsible for what happens to its findings in the wild.

This response is wrong in at least two ways.

First, the way economic findings are structured and communicated within the discipline shapes
how they are available to be simplified. A culture that rewards confident universal claims over
conditional contextual ones within the academy produces economic findings that are structurally
more susceptible to decontextualization. Rodrik’s observation about economists overclaiming in
public is not separate from how the discipline trains its practitioners. It is a downstream effect.

Second, and more importantly, if the decontextualization of economic ideas reliably produces policy
failures, and if economic ideas are regularly decontextualized, then economists bear some respon-
sibility for the gap between what they produce and what gets used. The alternative framing, that
the economists did their job correctly and the failure is in the communication downstream, is ac-
curate as far as it goes but insufficient. A discipline that produces accurate findings which are
systematically misapplied because of a predictable structural feature of how those findings travel
has a professional responsibility to engage with that structural feature rather than to disclaim
responsibility for it.

Economics claims policy relevance. That claim is only coherent if the discipline takes some respon-
sibility for the conditions under which its findings reach policy. Context collapse is a predictable,
structurally analyzed failure mode in that journey. The discipline has the tools to engage with it.
Whether it will is a different question, one that sits upstream of every specific policy debate in
which a decontextualized economic claim has done its damage.
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