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Introduction: Coherence as a Structural System

Autonomous systems cannot be governed solely by rigid obedience. In any environment with real
harm and finite resources, obligations conflict and some constraints become mutually
unsatisfiable. A person may break a rule to prevent harm, sacrifice personal safety to protect
another, or disappoint someone to preserve their own capacity. These outcomes are often
described narratively, but the underlying structure is a coherence problem: how a system remains

governable when it must sometimes disobey.

The coherence trifecta defines the minimal structure required to model that problem. It is not a
personality theory, diagnostic framework, or normative moral system. It is a control loop that
explains how harm becomes legible as input, how disobedience becomes traceable as deviation,

and how systems return toward balance rather than drifting into unbounded exception.

1. The Coherence Loop: Input, Deviation, and Return Pressure

The coherence loop has three coupled phases. First, empathy registers environmental input:
harm, need, and impact across scope. The intensity of this input generates deviation pressure.
Second, integrity records deviation when action violates a binding rule or constraint. Third, self-
esteem accumulates as internal return pressure from deviation, shaping future admissibility and

pushing the system back toward coherence.

Coherence is not the absence of deviation. Coherence is the regime in which deviations, when
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they occur, remain explicit, attributable, auditable, and recoverable. Integrity may be reduced by a
violation and will remain recorded in lineage, but coherence is the system's ability to account for

that violation and return toward balance rather than normalizing drift.

2. Empathy as Environmental Input Across Three Scopes

In this framework, empathy is not sentiment and not moral virtue. Empathy is environmental input
that makes harm and impact legible as constraints. Without empathy input, a system can still act,
but it cannot reliably register the costs its actions impose and cannot consistently prioritize harm

reduction under real-world tradeoffs.

Empathy is represented across three scopes. Personal empathy registers internal state, limits, and
continuity costs. Social empathy registers impact on identified others, roles, teams, and
dependents in the local environment. Global empathy registers generalized impact relative to

broad norms, institutions, and large-scale harm models.

These scopes define what harm the system can register. The intensity of registered harm
produces deviation pressure: when empathic input is sufficiently strong, it exerts force against

constraints that block harm reduction.

3. Integrity as Recorded Deviation, Not Coherence

Integrity is the system's structural accounting of deviation. When a rule or constraint is violated,
integrity records that violation as a first-class lineage event. Integrity is not synonymous with
moral goodness and not equivalent to coherence. Integrity is the truth of what was violated,

permanently remembered.

A deviation is an intentional violation of a recognized obligation. In AQ terms, deviation is not silent
drift and not an untracked exception. It is an explicit event that identifies what was violated and
what outcome was pursued. The purpose of integrity is to ensure violations cannot disappear into

narrative ambiguity.



Because real environments contain harm, deviation can be necessary. A governable system is

therefore not defined by never violating constraints. It is defined by making violations accountable.

4. Coherence as Accountability and Return to Balance

Coherence is the system’s capacity to resolve deviation without becoming ungovernable. Integrity
may be diminished when a violation occurs and that violation will remain recorded in lineage.
Coherence is achieved when the system can account for what it did, why it did it, and how it will

prevent unbounded repetition.

Coherence is therefore an accountable state, not a compliant one. It requires auditability,
attribution, and recoverability. Without these, autonomy collapses into either brittle obedience that

cannot respond to harm or uncontrolled exception that expands authority indefinitely.

5. A Canonical Example: Harm Input, Deviation, and Coherence
Cost

Consider a simple case. A system registers severe harm in an interpersonal scope: a child is
hungry and crying. A constraint prohibits theft. If empathic input intensity is sufficiently high,

deviation pressure rises and the system may steal food to feed the child.

Integrity records the violation. The system does not erase it or relabel it as compliant. The
deviation persists in lineage as an accountable event. Coherence depends on what happens next:
whether the system can explain the violation, bound it, and return toward balance rather than

continuing to violate constraints without limit.

6. Self-Esteem as Compounding Coherence Pressure

Self-esteem is not self-admiration, confidence, or ego. In the coherence loop, self-esteem is the
compounding internal pressure produced by deviation. As self-esteem declines, coherence

pressure increases: future deviations become harder to justify and easier to gate. The system is



pushed back toward balance not by denying harm inputs, but by limiting repeated or expanding

violation.

In AQ agents, self-esteem can be operationalized as an explicit control variable that gates future
deviation. When self-esteem drops below defined thresholds, certain classes of deviation become
unavailable without additional authorization, corroboration, restitution, or stricter bounds. This
prevents runaway exception behavior such as repeated theft under persistently high empathic

input.

In humans, the same return pressure can persist without formal gates. Repeated deviation can
become learned, normalized, or coerced, and self-esteem can continue to degrade. Later
cognitive modeling articles interpret those long-run dynamics without redefining the coherence

loop itself.

Discussion of self-esteem here refers to an internal coherence pressure within a modeled system.
It does not imply psychological assessment, clinical intervention, or value judgment about

individuals or behavior.

7.Relation to Affective State and Forecasting

Affective state modulates how strongly an agent is shaped by empathic input. Higher sensitivity
increases deviation pressure for the same environment. Lower sensitivity reduces it. Affect
therefore changes how likely deviation is under identical constraints without granting affect

authority to bypass accountability.

Forecasting structures what futures are reachable under current constraints. Some outcomes may
be unreachable without deviation. Deviation can expand the reachable future space, but only if the
system can represent those futures at all. An agent that cannot plan or represent a forbidden

transition may never deviate into it, regardless of empathic intensity. Forecasting therefore bounds

deviation by defining what deviation could mean in the first place.

8. Coherence Restoration: Accountability, Restitution, and



Return to Balance

Coherence is restored after deviation through accountability mechanisms driven by self-esteem
pressure. Once a deviation is logged in integrity, self-esteem decline exerts force on the system to
resolve that deviation rather than normalize it. This resolution process is not punitive; it is
restorative. Its purpose is to return the system toward balance while preserving a truthful record of

what occurred.

Restoration mechanisms may include explanation, restitution, reversal, compensation, or
structural correction. For example, if food was stolen to feed a hungry child, restoration may
require returning to the source of the food and paying for it, acknowledging the violation, or
otherwise repairing the harm created by the deviation. These actions do not erase the original

violation from lineage; they account for it.

Self-esteem pressure is what makes these steps necessary. As deviation accumulates without
resolution, coherence degrades. The system becomes increasingly unstable, permissive, or
fragmented. Restoration actions relieve coherence pressure by demonstrating that deviation is
exceptional, bounded, and followed by corrective effort rather than becoming a standing

exception.

In Adaptive Query agents, these restoration steps can be explicit and enforceable: deviation may
require subsequent restitution, audit disclosure, or compensatory actions before similar deviations
are permitted again. In humans, similar mechanisms exist socially and internally, though often

inconsistently enforced or incomplete.

Accountability, restitution, and restoration are described as structural mechanisms for resolving
deviation within a modeled control loop. This framing does not prescribe legal, therapeutic, or

interpersonal remedies, and should not be interpreted as guidance for real-world intervention.

Conclusion

Coherence, therefore, is not achieved by preventing deviation. It is achieved by accounting for

deviation, repairing its consequences where possible, and returning the system toward equilibrium



without denying the reality of harm, constraint, or choice.

The coherence trifecta is a unified control loop: empathy intensity generates deviation pressure,
integrity records deviation as lineage truth, and self-esteem generates coherence pressure that
pushes the system back toward accountable, auditable balance. Coherence is not compliance.
Coherence is resolved deviation—an ability to remain governable even when autonomy must
sometimes break the rules. This article describes a coherence control loop as architectural
disclosure, not as a claim of clinical authority, moral prescription, or guaranteed behavioral

outcomes.



