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What 'Meaningful Human Control' Means
Architecturally

The international LAWS governance debate has produced a working consensus that
lethal autonomous systems should operate under 'meaningful human control.' The
phrase is structurally underspecified: it can be read to mean human-in-the-loop
authorization for every engagement, human-on-the-loop oversight with intervention
authority, or human-by-the-loop policy authorship with autonomous execution under

that policy.

The architectural reading that produces structural enforcement rather than process
compliance is the third: humans configure the harm-ordering policy, the non-
combatant prioritization, the engagement rules, and the autonomous system executes
within that credentialed policy with audit-grade lineage. This is the model that
current civilian autonomy architectures (driver-monitoring, telematics, fleet-

management) do not yet fully implement either.

Why Process-Based Governance Fails the Audit
Test
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Process-based LAWS governance — the operator authorized, the supervisor approved,
the chain-of-command sanctioned — produces audit trails that document who said
yes but not what the system was structurally permitted to do. After-action review can
verify that authorization happened; it cannot verify that the system would have

refused had authorization not been present.

Structural governance — credentialed harm-ordering policy, governance-configurable
non-combatant prioritization, audit-grade actuation lineage — produces what the
international debate is converging toward: the system structurally cannot engage
outside the credentialed policy, and every engagement is recorded with the policy
under which it was evaluated. This is the architectural pattern that meets 'meaningful

human control' as a technical requirement rather than a procedural assertion.

How Confidence Governance Maps to LAWS
Requirements

The credentialing chain for LAWS governance descends from national command
authority (NCA) through theater command through mission ROE issuance. Each level
signs within its scope. The autonomous platform consumes the composite policy
through composite admissibility. Engagement decisions select from graduated modes
— full engagement, stage-gated engagement requiring intermediate verification,
advisory display requiring human ratification, refused engagement when

admissibility fails.

Harm ordering is governance-credentialed: combatant-vs-noncombatant
prioritization, friendly-vs-unknown-vs-adversarial classification, infrastructure
protection priorities, allied-unit risk weighting — all signed by the credentialing
authority. Mode selection records every harm-minimization deviation in lineage with
the policy under which it was evaluated. The audit trail is structurally complete

because the governance flows through the architecture rather than around it.



What This Enables for LAWS Acceptability

DOD Directive 3000.09 (Autonomy in Weapon Systems) and similar policies in allied
nations are converging on requirements that map directly to confidence-governed
actuation. CDAO autonomy guidelines, JADC2 governance, and the LAWS-related
aspects of Joint Publication 3-09.1 are arriving at the same architectural endpoint

independently.

The patent positions the structural primitive that defense-autonomy procurement will
eventually require. Anduril, Shield AI, Northrop Grumman, BAE Systems, Lockheed
Martin's autonomy programs, Palantir's defense work — all face the same structural
governance challenge. Confidence-governed actuation provides the primitive each
will need to scale beyond pilot programs into broader procurement under acceptable

governance.



