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Abstract

Much of what appears as institutional failure is not rupture but degradation: a system that

keeps its form — its offices, procedures, meetings, and outputs — while quietly losing the

capacity those forms were built to carry. The parliament still sits. The documents are still

read. The budget still passes. What thins is judgment: the ability to distinguish the important

from the urgent, tolerate ambiguity, and receive correction without treating it as attack.

This paper proposes that degradation may be a recurrent and insufficiently recognized form of

failure under sustained stress, dangerous precisely because it can look like diligence. It reads

degradation through the series’ existing frame of regulation across body, relation, and

institution, and defines shrinking judgment as one of the principal ways regulatory loss

becomes visible. It proposes that degraded systems need more than a better plan. They need

reconciliation: not restored harmony or completed repair, but the regulated recovery of

enough safety, recognition, and truthful contact for judgment to become possible again. Repair

follows regulation. It does not precede it.

1. The picture we inherited is too sharp

We are trained to imagine failure as a break. A wall falls. A currency crashes. A government is

overthrown. These images are vivid, datable, and rare. They let us believe that as long as the

wall stands, the system holds.

But many systems do not break cleanly. They degrade — holding their shape while their

capacity thins. This is harder to see because there is no single moment to point at. There is

only a slope: a gradual lowering of collective judgment that presents, from the outside, as
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ordinary function. The lights are on. The forms are filed. And the capacity to decide well is

quietly leaving the building.

This paper makes one bounded claim: degradation may be a recurrent form of failure

under sustained stress, and it is dangerous because it is easy to mistake for work.

2. Degradation defined

Degradation is the loss of a system’s regulatory capacity while its structure remains intact. In

this paper, shrinking judgment is treated as one principal manifestation of that

regulatory loss: as regulation thins, the system becomes less able to distinguish, delay,

receive correction, and revise its course.

A degrading system may still have all its formal parts. What becomes less available is the

capacity the parts were meant to carry:

the capacity to distinguish signal from noise;

the capacity to hold complexity without collapsing it into a slogan;

the capacity to tolerate delay long enough to think;

the capacity to receive correction as information rather than threat;

the capacity to repair a relationship after rupture rather than routing around it.

None of these appear neatly on an organizational chart. All of them help distinguish a system

that can govern itself from one that can only continue.

The distinction from earlier papers matters. Regulation (Green Paper 02) named the capacity

of living systems to remain coherent across change. Degradation is the slow loss of that

capacity from inside a structure that continues to stand. Judgment is not identical to

regulation; it is one institutional expression of regulation. When regulatory capacity

thins, judgment narrows: signal and noise become harder to distinguish, delay becomes

harder to tolerate, and correction becomes harder to receive. The structure is not the

coherence. A system can preserve every form and still lose the capacities those forms were

built to hold.

3. Why degradation looks like diligence

This is the heart of it, and the reason degradation is rarely named while it is happening.

Under sustained stress, the nervous system narrows. Attention contracts toward what is

immediate and graspable. This is not weakness; it is physiology (Green Papers 02, 04, 16). And

here is the trap: the things that remain graspable under stress are often the small ones. The

single document. The individual email. The detail that can still be controlled while the whole

slips out of view.

A stressed system therefore does not necessarily stop working. It may work harder, on smaller

things. A leader under chronic overload reads every line of every file at three in the morning

— and this may be a symptom rather than a cure. The task of governing is to set direction and

hold the whole; degradation substitutes exhaustive attention to fragments for the judgment

that can no longer be sustained.
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Because this looks like effort — because it is effort — it is read as dedication, and dedication is

rewarded. The degrading system may praise exactly the behaviour that confirms its

degradation. The person absorbing the most pressure is honoured, not relieved. This is the

failure mode that Penguin Economics (Green Paper 12) named at the scale of the group: a

system that requires heroes is already broken. Degradation is heroism at the scale of

judgment — the whole institution standing permanently at the cold edge and calling it duty.

4. How degradation is recognized

The point of naming signs is not to build another dashboard. Degradation should not be

collapsed into a single score. Any attempt to reduce it to a sovereign metric risks reproducing

the problem this series warns against: living reality made thin enough to be administered. The

metric must remain for the field, not the field for the metric.

The signs below are therefore heuristic observations, not a validated diagnostic instrument.

Their purpose is to make degradation sayable — to give language to what people inside a

degrading system may already feel but have become unable or unsafe to name. That

unsayability can itself become a late sign.

The signs appear in two registers. The first is felt — available to bodies in the room before a

number confirms it. The second is traceable — visible in records without becoming a score the

system can use to certify itself green.

Felt signs — what a body may register before the data does:

Meetings grow longer and decide less.

A correction lands as an attack rather than as information. It becomes costly to say, “I think

this is wrong.”

People attend to what can be finished rather than what matters — exhaustive care for the

fragment while the whole slips from view.

Silence changes character: from the room where something can land to the room where

something must not be said.

The most burdened person is honoured rather than relieved.

Informal ease becomes rarer: humour, spontaneity, and unforced laughter recede. This is

not proof of degradation, but it may be a field sign that bodies in the room have not come

sufficiently to rest.

Traceable signs — visible in the record without becoming a metric to game:

Decisions become steadily harder to trace back to a person who carried responsibility. This

is accountability fog: not that a machine or committee “decided,” but that no one can locate

where the decision was actually carried, by whom, and on what grounds.

Yellow and red disappear from reports while underlying conditions do not improve. This is

green performance: a system able only to narrate success loses part of its capacity to

govern itself.

Procedures stay intact — Stream C green — while steward viability goes red, and no body

exists that can trigger the pause the red should require.

Those who can leave do so quietly — through turnover, absence, or withdrawal — while the

form stands and reports itself healthy.
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What binds the two registers, and keeps them from becoming ordinary management metrics,

is the non-compensation rule (Reports 04–06): a degrading system may read green on

structure while red on capacity, and no single sign can therefore be treated as proof of

health or failure. This is the paper’s governing use of the rule. Felt and traceable signs must

be read together, kept distinct, and never averaged into one reassuring number.

5. Where degradation becomes concrete: friction

At the scale of an institution, the three-stream architecture of Reports 04–06 can feel abstract.

The applied companion Kommunalt Arbejde som Natur (Report 01) makes the same reading

operational through a triad a working body recognizes immediately: Flow · Friction ·

Sensitivity.

Flow is movement through a process with enough clarity and trust that people can act

without unnecessary defensive labour.

Friction is work created because the system is not clear enough: rework, handovers,

double approvals, meetings about ownership, and documentation produced primarily as

armour. Its decisive property is stated in Report 01: friction is usually invisible in the

budget, but visible in the body.

Sensitivity marks the places where small errors become expensive, humanly or materially

— where vulnerability, legal security, care, or trust are at stake.

This is where degradation becomes concrete. Friction is one visible operational surface of

degradation. As friction grows, more capacity is bound in rework, defensive documentation,

and accountability fog. Flow thins. Sensitivity is handled as inconvenience rather than as a

signal that greater care is required.

Report 01 states the mechanism plainly: when operations go red, decency becomes expensive.

When there is enough air in the system, a person can explain a decision, make one more

phone call, or repair an error without treating care as exceptional effort. When friction

consumes capacity, tone hardens, decisions become defensive, documentation lengthens, and

relationship thins. This need not mean that people have become worse. It can mean that the

system has become less able to regulate.

The same non-compensation rule applies here: procedural neatness cannot cancel exhausted

judgment, and low measured friction cannot cancel unheld sensitivity. A system is not healthy

merely because it still functions.

The guardrail follows directly: when the body’s register goes red — friction high, decency

expensive, people leaving — ambition must be capable of pausing. Many institutions lack a

legitimate body able to trigger that pause. That absence is itself a finding. A system that

cannot locate the authority to pause itself has revealed where part of its degradation lives.

TWO INSTITUTIONAL FIELD PATTERNS

The following are illustrative field patterns, not audited case studies or evidence of

prevalence.

National climate and environmental administration in a high-capacity state. The

system may retain nearly all its formal legitimacy: elections, courts, budgets, ministries,

reporting duties, targets, public consultation, and increasingly sophisticated roadmaps. Yet
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underlying ecological conditions may fail to improve at the pace or scale the system itself says

is necessary.

Green performance can then become unusually clear. Reports grow more polished,

commitments more detailed, and success narratives more technically elaborate, while yellow

and red recede from the official account without disappearing from the field. The system

retains the capacity to describe progress and may lose part of the capacity to govern by

consequence.

Friction absorbs attention through reporting architecture, interdepartmental clearance, legal

defensibility, and documentation designed to survive challenge. Sensitivity — the fact that an

ecological threshold does not negotiate — can be handled as a procedural inconvenience

rather than as the condition to which procedure must answer.

The absence of pause authority is especially visible. There may be no legitimate institutional

body able to halt a programme or political timetable when ecological or human capacity goes

red. Responsibility also diffuses: a target slips, a threshold is crossed, or an incompatible

compromise persists, yet no one can identify where the decision was finally carried and on

what grounds.

The pattern does not require indifference or malice. Officials may be saturated: able to see

consequences at planetary scale while lacking an action within reach that stands in a credible

relationship to what they know. More effort then flows toward documents, fragments, and

manageable procedural objects while the whole becomes harder to hold.

A health system reporting green while staff viability goes red. A health service may

continue to publish acceptable activity measures, throughput figures, completed procedures,

and quality reports while experienced staff leave without being replaced in kind, sickness

absence rises, and those who remain carry increasing moral and cognitive load.

This is non-compensation in a form that is difficult to dismiss. Green on throughput or

procedural compliance cannot cancel red on staff viability. The system may still deliver care,

but its ability to notice deterioration, hold complexity, receive correction, and exercise

situated judgment can thin as the people carrying those capacities become exhausted or leave.

Friction appears in duplicated recording, repeated handovers, defensive documentation, and

rota instability. The strongest sign may not be a failed procedure but the loss of the people

who know when the procedure no longer fits the patient. A system can therefore report itself

green while the human substrate of safe judgment becomes unsustainable.

These two fields differ in mandate, timescale, and consequence. The mechanism being tested

is narrower: intact form, narrowing judgment, friction consuming capacity, red viability

concealed by green performance, diffused responsibility, and no credible authority able to

pause the system when its own conditions of judgment are failing.

6. Degradation is not the same as evil

The two field patterns above illustrate the first of two truths that must be held together, as 

Moral Biology (Green Paper 01) insists.

The first: degradation is often conditional. The climate administration that cannot translate

planetary consequence into reachable institutional action, and the health system that
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preserves throughput while staff viability goes red, may be expressions of saturation rather

than deliberate malice. The people inside a degrading system are not necessarily indifferent.

They may have no action within reach that stands in a credible relationship to what they can

see, and the nervous system narrows toward what it can still hold.

The second, which the series does not let us forget (Boundaries Are Not Violence, Green Paper

18), is that conditions do not explain everything. Some actors profit from degradation and act

to prolong it. Some use the fog of thinned judgment as cover. Naming degradation as

conditional is not absolution. It is an attempt to distinguish causes precisely enough that

responses can be proportionate. A substantial share of institutional harm may arise from

overload and saturation. Saturation is not repaired with punishment. Deliberate extraction is

not excused by calling it saturation either.

7. Apathy is a boundary, not a failure

The mechanism described above has an analogue at the civic scale. Institutional degradation

and public apathy are not the same phenomenon, but both may involve the same regulatory

movement: attention narrowing when perception exceeds credible capacity for action.

This analogous reading can apply to what looks, from outside, like public indifference.

A person who works, pays rent, raises children, and watches forests burn on a screen may not

be indifferent. They may be saturated — shown consequences without being shown a place to

stand, a scale at which perception and action can meet. When perception vastly exceeds

available action, the nervous system may protect itself by lowering the signal. What looks like

apathy can therefore be a boundary: capacity protecting itself from a demand it cannot meet.

The boundary is not the problem. The absence of a reachable scale of action is the problem.

More information does not necessarily move a saturated person; it may deepen saturation.

What can restore movement is a nearer handhold: a bounded place where seeing and doing

can rejoin in one body. Civic degradation is not met by alarm alone. Perception needs

somewhere credible to land.

8. Why reconciliation must come before repair

Here the paper turns from diagnosis to what follows.

A degrading system cannot be repaired by a better plan alone, because the capacity to

interpret and carry a plan may be part of what has thinned. Handing a saturated institution

another strategy can resemble handing a fatigued body a heavier weight. The plan may not be

wrong. It may be premature.

What must come first is reconciliation — but the word needs care. Reconciliation does not

here mean restored harmony, forgiveness, or completed repair. It names the pre-repair

recovery of enough regulation and recognition for repair to become real rather than

performed.
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The sequence cannot be reversed, although its movements may overlap, recur, and deepen

over time:

Regulation before meaning. Bodies and institutions must return toward a workable

range before interpretation is imposed. Rest, rhythm, recovery, and the reduction of

unnecessary pressure matter here (Green Papers 02, 16). Silence may be the first act. A

system asked to make sense of its failure while still saturated may produce only more

fragments.

Recognition before celebration. Degradation carries loss — of trust, capacity, and

sometimes of an earlier institutional self-image. Ritual and Repair (Green Paper 08) and 

Planetary Boundaries as Ethical Constraint (Green Paper 06) insist that grief must be

socialized: named, honoured, and only then moved through. Celebration without

recognition can deepen fracture.

Repair before advance. Only a sufficiently regulated and recognized system can repair

without merely performing repair. Repair looks backward by acknowledging harm and

forward by restoring the conditions of relationship and judgment. It cannot be rushed into

existence by declaration.

This is the sequence the series has been building toward across its recurring closing

discipline: safety is the source of ritual, not the reverse. Reconciliation is that principle

applied to an institution that has lost part of its capacity to think and correct itself.

9. What reconciliation is not

To keep the term clean, it must refuse as clearly as it affirms. Reconciliation, in this sense, is

not:

premature forgiveness that protects a symbol at the expense of a body;

forced positivity that treats grief as an obstacle to morale;

mandated togetherness that reads exit as betrayal;

ritual used to skip repair rather than hold it;

public performance of healing before healing has occurred.

Each brings meaning before sufficient safety. Each protects the form while capacity continues

to thin. Each can become degradation continuing under the name of recovery.

10. The scale at which reconciliation can begin

The series’ consistent answer to “where do we start” applies here too: at the smallest bounded

surface a person can actually hold.

Reconciliation at the scale of a nation cannot be commanded, and this paper does not pretend

otherwise. But reconciliation is not first a national act. It is a regulatory one, and regulation

begins in bodies, then relations, then institutions (Green Paper 02). A single relationship that

can receive correction without fracturing, a single circle in which red can be named without

punishment, a single field where viability can pause ambition — these are places where the

capacity for judgment can begin to return.
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This is not a counsel of smallness against ambition. It is the recognition that truthful scale

begins where someone can actually stand. A degrading system cannot be reconciled from

above by a body that has itself lost the capacity to regulate. Reconciliation begins where

regulation remains possible and grows outward through relation, evidence, and repeated

practice.

11. Keeping the reading clean

The distinction between degradation and rupture can become false comfort if misused. The

reading must therefore refuse its own distortions:

Degradation is not reassurance. That a system keeps its form is not evidence of health;

intact form may conceal declining capacity.

Reconciliation is not indefinite delay. Regulation before repair is a sequence, not

permission to postpone responsibility.

The conditional frame is not absolution. Harm arising through saturation still has

consequences, and deliberate extraction remains what it is.

Silence is not automatically regulation. Silence may create room for something to land,

or it may protect harm. The distinction becomes visible through consequences, openness to

correction, and what the silence makes possible over time.

To keep the reading clean: name degradation early, while it still looks like diligence. Apply the

non-compensation rule established in §4 so an intact form cannot hide a thinning capacity. Let

regulation lead, recognition follow, and repair occur only when a body — individual or

collective — can again register consequence, receive correction, and change course.

12. Closing

Many systems are not approaching a dramatic moment of collapse. They are thinning inside

forms that may stand for a long time. This is the more difficult situation because it offers no

single event around which to organize — only a slope, and the temptation to mistake the slope

for solid ground because the building is still standing.

Degradation is dangerous because it looks like work. Its remedy is not simply more work. It is

the slow, unglamorous return of the conditions under which a system can tell what matters:

enough regulation to widen attention, enough recognition to name what has been lost, and

enough responsibility to repair what has been harmed.

There is no administrative shortcut through this. A system does not recover because it is told

that it is healthy. It recovers when the conditions of judgment are restored and when

correction can again alter what the system does.

Silent degradation is not repaired by adding more activity to a system that has lost

the capacity to judge its own activity. The first task is to restore enough regulation,

recognition, and truthful contact for judgment to return. Only then can repair

become more than performance.

The structure may still be standing. The decisive question is whether it can once

again feel consequence, receive correction, and change course.
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Én dag ad gangen. One day at a time.

This paper develops themes introduced in Green Papers 01, 02, 04, 06, 07, 08, 12, 16, 18, 19,

and 20; applies the Flow · Friction · Sensitivity reading developed in Report 01, Kommunalt

Arbejde som Natur; and draws on the three-stream, non-compensation architecture of Reports

04–06 and the field paper From Climate Intervention to Bioregional Stewardship (2026).
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