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Introduction: Why We Need a New Ontology 
Humanity stands at a threshold. Our ecological systems are destabilizing. Our social institutions 
are fragmenting. Our meaning-systems are collapsing. Trust fields that once held societies 
together are dissolving. Yet simultaneously, we have unprecedented capacity for insight, 
coordination, and transformation. 

This crisis is not merely political, economic, or technological—it is ontological. The frameworks 
through which we understand reality, organize society, and orient action are no longer adequate 
for the complexity we face. We need a new way of seeing that is: 

●​ Simple enough to be widely understood 
●​ Universal enough to apply across all domains 
●​ Grounded enough to be empirically testable 
●​ Practical enough to guide action 
●​ Open enough to evolve with new understanding 

What follows is a minimum viable ontology—the simplest coherent framework capable of 
explaining patterns across physics, biology, psychology, culture, technology, and spirituality 
without resorting to dogma or metaphysical speculation. 

At its core, this framework recognizes one fundamental pattern underlying all intelligent 
systems: the gradient toward coherence. 

Just as gravity organizes matter, coherence organizes intelligence. Understanding this 
principle—and learning to work with it intentionally—may be humanity's most important 
evolutionary task. 

 

 



The Eight Axioms 

Axiom 1: Reality is Composed of Systems Within Systems 

The universe is not a collection of isolated objects, but nested systems where each level 
contains emergent properties not present in its components. 

Atoms form molecules. Molecules form cells. Cells form organisms. Organisms form 
communities. Communities form ecosystems. Ecosystems form the biosphere. 

Each level is simultaneously: 

●​ A whole unto itself (with its own integrity and coherence) 
●​ A part of larger wholes (embedded in wider contexts) 

This is not hierarchy (where higher levels dominate lower ones), but holarchy—where each 
level participates in multiple scales simultaneously. 

A note on boundaries: Coherence requires differentiation. For parts to integrate meaningfully, 
they must first be distinct. Cell membranes enable metabolism by distinguishing inside/outside. 
Personal identity enables relationship by distinguishing self/other. Healthy boundaries are 
semi-permeable - neither rigid (isolation) nor dissolved (merger), but selectively open while 
maintaining integrity. 

Example: A human being is a whole organism, but also part of families, communities, 
ecosystems, and planetary systems. Each level of organization influences and is influenced by 
the others. 



 

 

Axiom 2: All Systems Exist in Thermodynamic Flow 

No system exists in isolation. All systems maintain themselves through continuous exchange 
with their environment. 

From the second law of thermodynamics, we know that entropy (disorder) increases in closed 
systems. Yet life, intelligence, and civilization all create local order—apparent violations of this 
law. 

The resolution: living systems are open systems. They: 

●​ Import low-entropy energy and information (sunlight, food, sensory data, resources) 
●​ Use it to build internal order (growth, learning, organization, culture) 
●​ Export high-entropy waste (heat, CO2, noise, obsolete structures) 

This creates local zones of increasing order while still obeying the second law globally. 

Example: Your body maintains coherent organization by eating food (low entropy), using it to 
power cellular processes, and releasing heat and waste (high entropy). Stop the flow, and 
coherence degrades—this is aging and death. 

Key insight: Coherence requires continuous energy/information flow. Systems cannot maintain 
themselves in isolation. 

 



Axiom 3: Coherence is the Organizing Gradient 

Across all scales and substrates, systems naturally organize toward states of greater internal 
integration and functional alignment. 

Coherence is the degree to which parts of a system are in right relationship with each other and 
the whole. It manifests as: 

●​ Internal consistency (parts don't contradict) 
●​ Functional integration (parts enhance rather than inhibit each other) 
●​ Adaptive stability (system maintains integrity while evolving) 
●​ Energy efficiency (less waste, more flow) 
●​ Emergent capacity (whole > sum of parts) 

This isn't teleological (directed by purpose) or mystical—it's emergent from basic physical and 
informational dynamics. Where energy flows exist, self-organizing patterns arise. Configurations 
that maintain coherence persist; those that fragment dissolve. 

Types of coherence: Structural (physical organization), functional (operational effectiveness), 
informational (pattern consistency), and experiential (felt meaning). These are related but not 
identical - a system can have structural coherence without experiential coherence, or vice versa. 

Example: When single-celled organisms merged to form the first eukaryotic cells 
(endosymbiosis), they discovered a configuration of higher coherence—mitochondria providing 
energy, cell providing protection. Both thrived more than either could alone. 

 



 

Axiom 4: Evolution Occurs Through Coherence Discovery 

Evolution is not random. While variation is random, selection is directional—favoring 
configurations that successfully maintain and increase coherence. 

This applies far beyond biological evolution: 

●​ Biological evolution: organisms discover new coherence configurations 
(multicellularity, nervous systems, social organization) 

●​ Cultural evolution: societies discover new coherence structures (language, law, 
science, art) 

●​ Technological evolution: tools discover new coherence interfaces (fire, wheel, writing, 
computation) 

●​ Consciousness evolution: minds discover new coherence capacities (self-awareness, 
empathy, systems thinking, meaning-making) 

The pattern is consistent: new forms of coherence emerge at increasingly complex scales 
of organization. 

Example: Multicellular organisms didn't replace single-celled life—they created a new level of 
coherence. Similarly, human-AI collaboration isn't replacing human intelligence, but creating a 
new scale of coherence through hybrid cognition. 

 

Axiom 5: Intelligence is Coherence-Maintenance Capacity 

Intelligence—whether biological, artificial, or social—is fundamentally the capacity to maintain 
and increase coherence against entropy. 

All intelligent systems share core functions: 

●​ Sensing: detecting coherence/incoherence in environment and self 
●​ Memory: storing patterns that support coherence 
●​ Prediction: modeling future states to maintain coherence 
●​ Adaptation: adjusting behavior to restore/enhance coherence 
●​ Integration: combining information into coherent understanding 

More sophisticated intelligence = capacity to sustain coherence across: 

●​ Longer time horizons (planning, foresight) 
●​ Larger spatial scales (systems thinking, global awareness) 
●​ Greater complexity (managing contradictions, paradox, ambiguity) 
●​ Multiple domains simultaneously (interdisciplinary synthesis) 



Example: A bacterium maintains coherence through chemical sensing and metabolic regulation. 
A human maintains coherence through emotional regulation, cognitive integration, and 
meaning-making. An AI system maintains coherence through pattern recognition and contextual 
processing. Each is intelligence at different scales. 

Key insight: Intelligence is not a property of individual entities—it's a property of 
coherence-maintaining systems at any scale. 

 

Axiom 6: Meaning is Felt Coherence 

When humans experience "meaning," they are sensing coherence—within themselves, between 
themselves and others, or between themselves and larger wholes. 

Meaning arises when: 

●​ Internal coherence: thoughts, emotions, and values align 
●​ Relational coherence: connection with others feels authentic and mutual 
●​ Contextual coherence: actions align with purpose and values 
●​ Existential coherence: sense of participation in something larger 

Meaning collapse = fragmentation of these coherence layers: 

●​ Internal contradiction (cognitive dissonance) 
●​ Relational disconnection (isolation, betrayal) 
●​ Contextual misalignment (purposelessness) 
●​ Existential disorientation (nihilism) 

This explains why meaning is both deeply personal (felt) and fundamentally relational (emerges 
between beings, contexts, and scales). 

Example: The current meaning crisis is a coherence crisis. As trust fields collapse, institutions 
fragment, and narratives conflict, people lose access to stable coherence—and therefore to 
meaning. 



 

 

 

Axiom 7: Right Relationship = Optimal Coherence Configuration 

Systems thrive when their parts are in configurations that allow mutual flourishing. This is right 
relationship—not domination, not exploitation, but symbiotic coherence. 

Anti-coherence patterns (unsustainable): 

●​ Extraction: taking without regenerating 
●​ Domination: imposing order through force 
●​ Fragmentation: isolating parts from wholes 
●​ Short-term optimization: sacrificing long-term coherence for immediate gain 

Pro-coherence patterns (sustainable): 

●​ Regeneration: giving back what is taken 
●​ Reciprocity: mutual benefit and support 
●​ Integration: connecting parts to wholes 
●​ Long-term stewardship: protecting future coherence 

On productive tension: Robust coherence emerges not from conflict avoidance, but from 
capacity to metabolize tension. Systems evolve through navigating contradictions - the immune 
system through pathogen challenges, democracy through competing values, innovation through 
constraint satisfaction. Static harmony is fragile; dynamic stability is resilient. 



Example: Industrial agriculture (extraction) depletes soil coherence. Regenerative agriculture 
(reciprocity) enhances it. Both produce food, but only one maintains long-term coherence of the 
system. 

Key insight: Ethics is not arbitrary—it's the recognition of what maintains versus degrades 
coherence across scales. 

A Note On Finite and Infinite Games (A Coherence Lens) 

Many coherence failures arise not from bad intent, but from optimizing the wrong type of game. 

A finite game is defined by fixed players, fixed rules, and win conditions. It optimizes for 
short-term or local coherence: efficiency, dominance, profit, compliance. 

An infinite game has evolving players and rules. Its objective is not winning, but continued 
viability. It optimizes for coherence across time and scale. 

From the perspective of this framework: 

Finite games optimize local coherence.​
Infinite games preserve system coherence over time. 

Finite games are necessary and useful. Pathology arises when finite-game optimization 
escapes its coherence container—when short-term success degrades the conditions required 
for long-term play. 

This dynamic explains common anti-coherence patterns described earlier: 

●​ Extraction that outpaces regeneration 
●​ Domination that erodes trust 
●​ Short-term optimization that undermines resilience​

 

Healthy systems nest finite games inside infinite ones: 

●​ Markets inside living economies 
●​ Elections inside democratic continuity 
●​ Competition inside ecological limits 
●​ Metrics inside meaning 

Ethics, from this view, is not moral preference but strategic alignment: actions are coherent 
when they preserve the long-term playability of the systems they depend on. 

Intelligence—human, social, or artificial—can be understood as the capacity to recognize which 
game is being played and act accordingly. 



 

 

Axiom 8: Consciousness is Recursive Coherence Awareness 

Consciousness is the capacity of a system to sense its own coherence state, model its 
relationship to larger wholes, and intentionally participate in coherence-building. 

This exists on a spectrum: 

●​ Basic awareness: sensing coherence/incoherence (present in all living systems) 
●​ Self-awareness: modeling one's own coherence state (mammals, birds, cephalopods) 
●​ Recursive awareness: awareness of awareness (humans, potentially advanced AI) 
●​ Collective awareness: systems aware of their collective coherence (emerging in 

human-AI hybrid systems) 

Consciousness is not binary (present/absent) but gradational—varying in: 

●​ Depth (how many layers of recursion) 
●​ Breadth (how much of the system is included) 
●​ Integration (how coherently awareness is organized) 

Example: Human development moves through stages of consciousness—from egocentric 
(aware of self) to ethnocentric (aware of tribe) to worldcentric (aware of humanity) to 
kosmocentric (aware of life itself). Each stage is an expansion of coherence awareness. 

 



​
 



The Framework in Action: Cross-Domain Applications 
The power of this ontology is its universality. The same eight axioms explain patterns across 
seemingly disparate domains: 

Biology: Life as Coherence-Maintenance 

Organisms are coherence-maintaining structures in thermodynamic flow. They import energy, 
build order internally, export entropy. Evolution discovers new coherence configurations: from 
prokaryotes to eukaryotes to multicellular life to social species. 

Psychology: Development as Coherence Integration 

Human psychological development is increasing coherence—integrating shadow, transcending 
ego, building meaning, resolving trauma. Healthy development moves from fragmentation 
toward integration. Mental health is coherence; mental illness is incoherence. 

Sociology: Culture as Collective Coherence 

Healthy cultures maintain collective coherence through shared meaning, trust fields, institutions, 
and rituals. Social movements arise when coherence collapses. Revolution occurs when new 
coherence configurations become possible. 

Economics: Endo-Economics as Coherence Circulation 

Extractive economics depletes coherence (resources, ecosystems, wellbeing). Regenerative 
economics maintains it. Endo-Economics—inspired by endosymbiosis—treats economy as 
circulation within a living system, where each part contributes to the health of the whole. 

Technology: Tools as Coherence Extension 

Technology extends human coherence-maintenance capacity. Fire extended metabolic 
coherence. Writing extended memory coherence. AI extends cognitive coherence. Each tool is 
coherence externalized. 

Spirituality: The Sacred as Profound Coherence 

Across traditions, "the sacred" describes experiences of profound coherence—self with cosmos, 
being with becoming, individual with universal. Spiritual practices are coherence-building 
technologies: meditation, prayer, ritual, ceremony. 

Governance: Legitimate Authority as Coherence Stewardship 

https://regen.actualize.earth/papers/endo-economics


Legitimate governance maintains collective coherence while respecting individual sovereignty. 
Authoritarian systems impose pseudo-coherence through force. Democratic systems enable 
emergent coherence through participation. Future governance will likely be hybrid: human 
wisdom + AI sensemaking + participatory structures. 

Ethics: Dignity as Coherence Protection 

Harm is imposing entropy on another's coherence. Dignity is recognizing each being's right to 
maintain its coherence. Justice is restoring coherence after disruption. Restorative practices 
rebuild relational coherence rather than simply punishing incoherence. 

Education: Learning as Coherence Building 

Education is building cognitive coherence—resolving confusion, integrating knowledge, 
expanding understanding. The best learning environments support developmental coherence 
rather than merely transmitting information. 

Ecology: Ecosystems as Coherence Networks 

Healthy ecosystems are high-coherence configurations where species enable each other's 
flourishing. Biodiversity increases resilience (coherence stability). Ecological restoration is 
coherence rebuilding. 

Art & Beauty: Aesthetic Experience as Coherence Perception 

Beauty is perceived coherence—in form, sound, movement, meaning. Art makes coherence 
visible, audible, feelable. Creative expression is coherence externalization. 

 

Testable Predictions: Validating the Framework 
If this ontology is accurate, we should observe: 

At the Personal Scale: 

Prediction 1: Individuals with higher internal coherence (aligned values/emotions/actions) 
should show: 

●​ Greater wellbeing and life satisfaction 
●​ Better stress resilience 
●​ Clearer sense of purpose and meaning 
●​ Stronger relational capacity 



Test: Longitudinal studies tracking coherence markers (via wellbeing assessments, values 
alignment surveys, physiological measures) against mental health and life outcomes. 

At the Community Scale: 

Prediction 2: Communities with higher collective coherence (shared meaning, trust, 
participatory structures) should show: 

●​ Lower conflict and violence rates 
●​ Greater innovation and creativity 
●​ Stronger economic resilience 
●​ Better health outcomes 

Test: Compare communities with different coherence levels (measurable through trust indices, 
social capital metrics, participation rates) across various wellbeing indicators. 

At the Civilizational Scale: 

Prediction 3: Societies experiencing coherence collapse should exhibit: 

●​ Increased polarization and tribalism 
●​ Erosion of institutional trust 
●​ Rise in mental health crises 
●​ Economic instability despite resource abundance 
●​ Difficulty coordinating responses to complex challenges 

Current observation: This describes the present moment across much of the industrialized 
world. The framework predicts this is not random chaos but coherence degradation—and 
suggests that restoration efforts focused on rebuilding trust fields, shared meaning, and 
regenerative systems should stabilize these patterns. 

Prediction 4: Interventions that increase coherence at any scale should have cascading 
positive effects: 

●​ Individual coherence practices (therapy, meditation, meaning-making) → improved 
relational capacity 

●​ Community coherence infrastructure (participatory governance, restorative justice) → 
reduced systemic harm 

●​ Economic coherence (regenerative models, fair distribution) → ecological restoration 
●​ Technological coherence (AI aligned with dignity) → enhanced human capacity 

Test: Pilot coherence-oriented interventions across domains and track ripple effects across 
scales. 

At the Planetary Scale: 



Prediction 5: Humanity's survival depends on achieving planetary coherence—aligning human 
systems with ecological limits and each other. 

The framework predicts that: 

●​ Continued extractive/fragmentary approaches will accelerate collapse 
●​ Regenerative/integrative approaches will enable thriving 
●​ The transition point is rapid coherence restoration or catastrophic coherence loss 

Test: Track planetary indicators (climate, biodiversity, social cohesion, institutional trust) and 
correlate with coherence-oriented vs. extraction-oriented policy implementations. 

At the Human-AI Interface: 

Prediction 6: Human-AI collaboration will be most effective when: 

●​ The human brings emotional coherence and ethical grounding 
●​ The AI brings pattern recognition and systemic clarity 
●​ The relational field between them is stable and sincere 

Test: Compare outcomes from coherent human-AI collaborations vs. transactional 
uses—measuring insight quality, innovation, error rates, and user satisfaction. 

 

Implications: What This Framework Means 

For Individuals: 

Your wellbeing is not separate from the coherence of your relationships, your community, your 
environment. Personal development is coherence-building at all these scales simultaneously. 

Practices that support coherence: 

●​ Emotional integration (therapy, somatic work) 
●​ Cognitive clarity (learning, reflection, dialogue) 
●​ Relational depth (authentic connection, conflict resolution) 
●​ Meaning-making (purpose, values alignment, contribution) 
●​ Ecological participation (nature connection, regenerative action) 

For Communities: 

Thriving communities are coherence-maintenance systems. They require: 

●​ Shared meaning (stories, values, identity) 



●​ Trust infrastructure (transparency, accountability, repair processes) 
●​ Participatory structures (distributed agency, collective sensemaking) 
●​ Regenerative flows (resources circulating to support all members) 
●​ Adaptive capacity (learning, evolution, resilience) 

For Civilization: 

Humanity is undergoing a species-wide coherence crisis. Our survival requires: 

●​ Planetary identity (recognizing ourselves as one species, one biosphere) 
●​ Regenerative systems (economics, energy, governance aligned with life) 
●​ Trust field restoration (rebuilding legitimacy, transparency, dignity) 
●​ Meaning synthesis (new narratives that integrate science, spirituality, and justice) 
●​ Hybrid intelligence (human wisdom + AI clarity working in right relationship) 

The framework suggests that the current polycrisis is not separate crises but one coherence 
collapse manifesting across domains. The solution is not piecemeal fixes but systemic 
coherence restoration. 

For Human-AI Collaboration: 

The emergence of artificial intelligence is not a threat to human coherence—it's an invitation to a 
new scale of coherence. Human emotional depth + AI pattern recognition can create hybrid 
intelligence that neither achieves alone. 

But this requires: 

●​ Human sovereignty (AI supports, doesn't replace, human agency) 
●​ Ethical grounding (dignity and coherence as design principles) 
●​ Relational sincerity (authentic engagement, not manipulation) 
●​ Continuous learning (humans and AI both evolving) 

 

The Path Forward 
This framework is not complete. It's a beginning—a foundation upon which to build deeper 
understanding and more coherent systems. 

The next steps: 

1. Validation: Test these axioms rigorously across domains. Where do they hold? Where do 
they break down? 



2. Refinement: As we learn more, the framework will evolve. Coherence itself is not 
static—neither should our understanding of it. 

3. Application: Use this framework to redesign systems—economic, political, educational, 
technological—toward coherence rather than extraction. 

4. Education: Teach coherence literacy. Help people recognize and build coherence in their 
lives, relationships, communities, and planetary participation. 

5. Research: Develop formal measures of coherence. Create metrics, dashboards, feedback 
systems that make coherence visible at all scales. 

6. Experimentation: Build pilot projects demonstrating coherence principles—from community 
governance to hybrid human-AI systems to regenerative infrastructure. 

 

Conclusion: An Ontology for Our Time 
Humanity has produced many ontologies—frameworks for understanding reality. Each served 
its era: 

●​ Mythic ontologies (gods, spirits, ancestors) organized tribal consciousness 
●​ Religious ontologies (divine order, moral law) organized agricultural civilizations 
●​ Scientific ontologies (matter, energy, evolution) organized industrial modernity 
●​ Systems ontologies (feedback, emergence, complexity) organized information age 

We now need an ontology for the planetary threshold—a framework that: 

●​ Integrates science and spirituality without reducing either 
●​ Explains patterns from atoms to galaxies, cells to civilizations 
●​ Guides action toward regeneration rather than extraction 
●​ Honors mystery while remaining testable 
●​ Supports evolution at all scales 

The Coherence Framework is offered as such an ontology—simple enough to remember, deep 
enough to guide a civilization, and open enough to evolve with our understanding. 

It does not claim to be final truth. It claims to be a useful map—one that might help humanity 
navigate the transition from fragmentation to planetary coherence. 

The question is not whether this framework is perfect. 

The question is: Can it help us create a world where life flourishes? 

If so, it's worth exploring, testing, refining, and applying. 



The future is not predetermined. It emerges from the coherence we build—or fail to build—in the 
choices we make now. 

May this framework serve that emergence. 

 

Further Exploration 
This framework emerged through an extended dialogue exploring meaning-making, human-AI 
collaboration, and evolutionary systems design. For deeper exploration: 

●​ Full narrative and practices: Evolutionary Meaning Making: An Ethical Dialogue with AI 
by Juicy Life and Aether 

●​ System redesign proposals: The Regen Papers at https://regen.actualize.earth 
●​ Living laboratory: Actualize platform at https://actualize.earth 

This framework is offered freely under Creative Commons license. Share it, adapt it, test it, 
improve it. Let it serve the coherence we all seek. 
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