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Chapter 14. Periodic table of general truth-seeking
processes

Introduction

No individual, institution or society has perfect access to truth. We act on
incomplete information, interpret events through experience and felt truths, and
inevitably make mistakes. The critical requirement is therefore not certainty, but
the capacity to discover when we are wrong and correct ourselves.

Truth-seeking processes provide that corrective capacity. Deliberation, media, law,
art, education, commercial competition, science and philosophy offer different
ways of testing propositions, exposing contradictions and allowing new evidence to
enter the system. Their strength lies partly in their plurality: no single process is
infallible, but independent processes can challenge both prevailing beliefs and one
another. This chapter uses a Levelled Periodic Table to examine how effectively
those processes operate, how independently they can challenge power and
established assumptions, and how their development or deterioration can be made
visible through evidence, comparison, recursion and time.

How This Chapter Unfolds

1. Why truth seeking matters — Establishes truth-seeking as the sensing and
correction system through which a society discovers error, revises its
understanding and remains connected to reality.

2. The eight truth-seeking processes — Identifies deliberation, media, law, art,
education, commercial competition, science and philosophy as eight distinct but
mutually reinforcing ways through which propositions are tested and challenged.

3. The periodic table of truth-seeking processes — Holds the eight processes
constant while showing how their capacity for independent evidence, contradiction
and correction changes through increasing institutional levels.

4. Backsighting: Testing the cells against evidence — Establishes that Periodic
Table placements must be derived from evidence, counter-evidence and
confidence rather than from assumptions about a country or from formal
institutions alone.
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5. Comparing Denmark and Russia — Applies the Periodic Table to two contrasting
societies to reveal differences in institutional coherence, independence and the
ability of truth-seeking processes to challenge politically important propositions.

6. Making truth seeking visible — Shows how individual cells can be recursively
opened, tracked through time and made increasingly visible to citizens, turning
broad impressions about institutional change into evidence-based diagnosis and
possible correction.

7. What this means for humans - Shows how citizens can use visible, evidence-
backed truth-seeking processes to turn impressions about institutional change into
more disciplined judgement, challenge and correction.

8. What this means for Al - Shows how Al can strengthen truth-seeking by finding
evidence, exposing contradictions, tracking change and supporting recursive
diagnosis while remaining open to challenge and human judgement.

1. Why truth seeking matters

Truth seeking sits underneath almost everything else in this book. Human beings
and institutions have to act on some understanding of reality. We can never know
reality perfectly, and we will always interpret it through incomplete information,
experience, interests, beliefs and the limitations of our brains. The practical
requirement is therefore not perfect truth. It is that we build processes capable of
continuously testing what we think we know against what is actually happening.

This makes truth seeking an institutional problem, not merely a question of
individual honesty. A society needs mechanisms through which propositions can be
challenged, evidence can enter, mistakes can be exposed, competing explanations
can be heard and previous conclusions can be revised. Without those mechanisms,
error does not simply remain error. It becomes embedded in decisions, rules,
institutions and eventually in the behaviour of the whole society.

The relationship to cybernetic control is direct. Any control system requires
information about the state of the system and the environment around it. It
compares what is happening with what it is trying to achieve and then corrects the
difference. If the information entering the system is false, distorted, delayed or
deliberately suppressed, the correction mechanism begins to fail. The system may
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continue to act vigorously, but it is increasingly acting on the wrong representation
of reality.

This is why corruption of truth-seeking processes is so dangerous. It does not
damage only the particular institution in which the corruption occurs. It
progressively damages the capacity of the larger system to correct itself. Leaders
receive increasingly inaccurate information. Citizens make choices on distorted
evidence. Institutions protect assumptions that should have been challenged.
Policies continue after the conditions that justified them have changed. Failure can
then reinforce itself because the mechanisms that should reveal the failure have
themselves been weakened.

A healthy society does not depend upon a single institution being the custodian of
truth. It develops multiple, partially independent ways of challenging reality. None
guarantees truth, and each can fail or become captured. Their strength lies partly in
their plurality: different truth-seeking processes can challenge propositions and can
also challenge one another.

The proposition underlying this chapter is simple but fundamental: a society can
only correct itself to the extent that it can discover that it is wrong.

2. The eight truth-seeking processes

We can identify eight major processes through which a society tests propositions
against reality. These are treated as invariant nouns. What changes through
institutional levels is how each process is performed and how much independent
contradiction and correction it permits.

1. Deliberative processes

Competing propositions are expressed, heard, challenged, defended, negotiated
and revised. Deliberation becomes a truth-seeking process when disagreement is
permitted to expose weaknesses in existing beliefs rather than merely legitimise a
predetermined decision.

2. Media

Media observes, investigates, reports, compares and exposes events and claims to
wider scrutiny. Its truth-seeking role depends upon access to information,
independence, competing sources, investigative capacity and the ability to
challenge powerful institutions.
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3. Law

Law creates structured processes for testing competing claims. Evidence can be
presented and challenged, witnesses examined, arguments opposed, reasons
recorded and judgments reviewed. Its truth-seeking capacity depends upon
procedural fairness and sufficient independence from the parties and political
power.

4. Art

Art can reveal human experience, emotion, contradiction, hypocrisy, suffering,
beauty and power in ways that formal analytical systems may not. Its truth-seeking
contribution is often indirect: it makes visible or felt aspects of reality that
prevailing institutions, language or orthodoxies may conceal.

5. Education

Education preserves and transmits accumulated knowledge while developing the
capacity to question, test and extend it. It becomes a stronger truth-seeking
process when students learn not merely what is currently believed, but how claims
are evaluated and how knowledge changes when evidence changes.

6. Commercial competition

Competition tests propositions about value against alternatives and actual choice.
Products, services, technologies, business models, prices and methods confront
competing propositions in the market. Competition does not establish moral or
scientific truth, but it can expose incorrect assumptions about usefulness, cost,
performance and demand.

7. Science

Science institutionalises observation, hypothesis, measurement, experiment,
replication, criticism and revision. Its strength lies not in making scientists infallible
but in creating methods by which claims can be challenged by evidence and
corrected over time.

8. Philosophy

Philosophy examines the assumptions beneath propositions: concepts, definitions,
logic, meaning, knowledge, values and causation. It asks whether an argument is
coherent and can expose hidden premises that other truth-seeking processes have
taken for granted.
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3. The Periodic Table of Truth-Seeking Processes

We now keep the eight processes fixed on the horizontal axis and change the verbs
attached to them through six levels of institutional complexity on the vertical axis.
The purpose is not to claim that later levels are automatically truthful. It is to
describe increasing institutional capacity for independent challenge, evidence,
contradiction and correction.
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Periodic table of truth-seeking processes. Exhibit 14.1

and councils deliberate
within sovereign
hierarchy.

religious institutions,
scribes and early print
communicate
information, often under
authority.

formalise evidence and
procedure but remain
substantially dependent
upon sovereign
hierarchy.

popular art reveal
experience but operate
within patronage and
censorship constraints.

emerging state
institutions preserve
formal knowledge,
usually within authorised
doctrine.

international trade
expand testing, but
monopoly, privilege and
royal control constrain
competition.

technical specialists
accumulate knowledge,
but religious and
sovereign authority may
constrain conclusions.

Level Deliberative Media Law Art Education Commercial Science Philosophy
processes competition

\"| Universal representation, Plural independent Independent judiciary, Plural artistic institutions Broad education, Open competitive Large research systems, Plural schools of thought,
opposition, committees, media, investigative due process, open courts, | and freedom of universities, research markets, consumer peer review, replication, academic freedom and
civil society and public journalism, broadcasting appeal, professional expression allow diverse, institutions and critical information, innovation, international global intellectual
scrutiny create multiple and digital networks advocacy and dissenting and inquiry combine regulation and collaboration, open exchange permit
channels for challenge create competing sources | constitutional review experimental transmission of international comparison criticism and competing continuing challenge to
and correction. able to scrutinise provide multiple interpretations of social knowledge with methods | repeatedly test cost, research programmes assumptions, concepts,

institutions. mechanisms for testing reality. for questioning and quality, technology and create distributed logic and values.
claims. revising it. value. correction.

\'} Parliament, parties and Competitive newspapers Professional judiciary, Publishing, theatre and Mass literacy, universities | Industrial markets, firms, Professional societies, Independent universities
press institutionalise and publishing create an advocacy and visual arts gain wider and professional capital and consumer laboratories, journals and | and public intellectual
organised contest among | increasingly independent increasingly independent | audiences and greater education expand access, | choice create powerful peer criticism traditions broaden
a restricted political class. | public sphere, though courts create structured independence from court | scholarship and comparative tests, institutionalise philosophical criticism of

ownership and access adversarial testing under or church. organised intellectual though access and systematic empirical government, religion,
remain concentrated. published law. challenge. market power remain testing. knowledge and morality.
uneven.

v Court, advisers, estates Royal proclamations, Royal and religious courts | Court, religious and Religious, court and Regional and Universities, scholars and Religious and court

scholarship systematises
philosophy, often within
authorised metaphysical
frameworks.

Civic assemblies and
councils create public
argument among
qualified citizens.

Public speech, written
notices, chronicles and
commercial information
widen circulation.

Courts, written rules,
advocates and civic
procedures increasingly
structure evidence and
judgment.

Drama, literature,
sculpture and public
performance examine
civic life, power and
human behaviour.

Schools, tutors,
academies and literacy
systematise knowledge
for selected groups.

Markets, merchants and
specialised producers
expose price, quality and
usefulness to wider
choice.

Systematic observation,
mathematics, natural
philosophy and recorded
inquiry begin separating
explanation from
tradition.

Formal philosophical
schools develop logic,
ethics, epistemology and
competing explanations.

Council, elders and
custom allow communal
claims to be heard and
reconciled.

Oral networks,
messengers and
storytellers distribute
communal knowledge
and reputation.

Custom, elders and
witnesses test claims
through communal
memory and accepted
norms.

Myth, song, dance,
carving and storytelling
preserve and challenge
communal
understandings.

Elders, initiation and oral
tradition transmit
practical skills, history
and cosmology.

Exchange and barter
compare value across
neighbouring producers
and groups.

Accumulated empirical
knowledge of
environment, medicine,
tools and seasons is
preserved through
tradition.

Cosmology, wisdom
traditions and elders
organise fundamental
explanations of existence
and obligation.

Direct discussion shaped
by relationship,
experience and parental
authority.

Storytelling and direct
observation circulate
information within the
household.

Family authority hears
competing accounts and
settles disputes
informally.

Stories, play, music and
images express family
experience and meaning.

Knowledge passes
through parents,
imitation and direct
experience.

Household choices test
practical usefulness
directly, but alternatives
are limited.

Observation and practical
trial-and-error solve
immediate problems.

Questions of meaning,
fairness and causation
are embedded in family
explanation and
experience.
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4. Backsighting: Testing the Cells Against Evidence

The table is only a hypothesis until its cells are tested against evidence. The
discipline is to avoid beginning with a judgement about the country as a whole.
Each process should first be assessed independently. We start with the evidence,
describe what the process actually does, identify its structural characteristics,
assign a provisional level, record confidence, and only then reveal the whole-
country pattern.

Backsighting is not source counting. Evidence has to be weighed. Primary
institutional evidence, comparative datasets, specialist evidence, historical research
and direct indicators of institutional practice may carry different weights.
Contradictory evidence should be actively sought because its purpose is to
challenge the provisional placement rather than decorate it.

The working sequence is:
Provisional position -> evidence -> challenge -> revised position.

Over time each cell should be capable of exposing the evidence behind its
placement, contradictory evidence, confidence, comparison with other countries
and trajectory through time.

5. Blind-Cell Working Comparison: Denmark and Russia

The following placements are deliberately provisional. They are intended to
demonstrate the method and reveal scatter. They should be revised as deeper
backsighting is completed.
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Denmark and Russia ranked on truth-seeking processes periodic table. Exhibit 14.2

Level Deliberative Media Law Art Education Commercial Science Philosophy

processes competition
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Commentary on the Working Pattern

Denmark clusters tightly around Level VI. The working hypothesis is that its truth-
seeking processes are relatively horizontally coherent: multiple independent
mechanisms exist through which propositions can be challenged and error can
enter public correction.

Russia is much more scattered. The significant result is not simply that some
processes sit lower. Commercial competition and science retain substantial modern
technical capability while deliberation, media and law appear much more
constrained as independent mechanisms for challenging politically sensitive
propositions.

The sharpest weakness is therefore the political correction loop. The existence of
parliaments, broadcasters, courts and legal codes is not the test. The question is
whether they function independently enough for inconvenient information and
contradiction to enter, survive and correct the larger system.

Art, education and philosophy may themselves contain substantial internal splits.
Russia possesses deep cultural and intellectual capability, but the present question
is narrower: how independently can those processes challenge prevailing power
and protected narratives?

6. Conclusion: Making truth seeking visible

The first reaction to the truth-seeking periodic table may be that it is too bland.
That reaction is useful. The table tells us something important, but it also
immediately invites us to go further. Saying that media in a country sits at a
particular level is only a beginning. Media itself can be opened into its component
processes and examined at a much lower level of granularity. The same is true of
law, education, science, commercial competition, art, philosophy and deliberation.

This is exactly what the recursive architecture allows us to do. If media appears to
have moved from one level to another, we can open the media cell and ask what
actually changed: ownership, entry and exit, editorial independence, access to
information, investigative capacity, protection of journalists, censorship, diversity
of sources, distribution, financing, public trust and the ability to challenge power.
Law can be opened in the same way: judicial appointment, independence,
evidence, representation, due process, appeal, enforcement, publication of
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judgments and equality before the law. Each apparent noun can become another
periodic table.

Time then adds another dimension. A snapshot tells us where a process appears to
sit today. A twenty-year trajectory tells us what is happening to it. If the component
processes of media were plotted repeatedly over twenty years, deterioration that
appears bland in a single aggregate cell could become unmistakable. We would see
which components moved first, which followed, where correction mechanisms
weakened and whether the movement was gradual, sudden or reversible.

The present table should therefore be regarded explicitly as a minimum viable
product. Its value is not that it completes the diagnosis. Its value is that it creates a
structure that invites deeper diagnosis. When a cell appears too general, we
recurse. When a present position conceals movement, we add time. When a
judgement is challenged, we expose the evidence and backsight it.

This has particular significance for citizens. Citizens living inside a society often feel
institutional change long before they can describe its architecture. They may feel
that media is becoming less trustworthy, courts less independent, education more
constrained or public discussion less open. But these experiences remain
impressions. The Truth-Seeking Periodic Table begins to make those intuitions
explicit.

It can show the citizen: this is the process you are sensing; these are its component
parts; this is where each appears to sit; this is the evidence behind the placement;
this is where it was five, ten or twenty years ago; and this is the direction in which it
is moving. What was previously felt becomes visible.

That matters because diagnosis precedes correction. The question changes from a
general feeling that something is wrong to a practical question: which component
has to change, in what direction, and what evidence would tell us that
improvement is occurring? The instrument begins to connect perception to
diagnosis, diagnosis to choice, and choice to institutional correction.

Putting this capability on a citizen's phone would make the effect considerably
more powerful. The citizen could begin with truth seeking, open media, open one
component of media, examine the evidence, look at its trajectory and compare it
with other societies. The granularity would be available when required rather than
overwhelming the citizen at the surface. Leaders would know that the same
visibility was available to citizens.
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The deeper significance is that truth seeking does not stand alone. We are
constructing a connected diagnostic architecture. We start with values and the
settlements we make between competing values. Those settlements are expressed
through governance architecture. Governance contains deliberative processes.
Both governance and deliberation depend upon truth-seeking processes capable of
testing assumptions against reality. These architectures then shape policy,
economics and the lived outcomes experienced by people.

The chain is becoming increasingly explicit: values -> paradox settlements ->
governance architecture -> deliberative architecture -> truth-seeking and
correction -> policy and economics -> outcomes.

The destination remains More Mores for More: more physical abundance, more
relational abundance, for more people, over more time. What is beginning to
emerge is not simply a theory about that destination, but an instrument for helping
us think our way towards it. Truth seeking is essential because without reliable
mechanisms for discovering when we are wrong, every subsequent part of the
chain can become corrupted.

This is still an MVP. But its apparent simplicity is not a weakness. It is an invitation
to recurse. The purpose is not to tell citizens what to think. It is to make
increasingly explicit what they may already be experiencing, give them the means
to test that experience against evidence, and help them see more precisely where
correction may be required.

7. What this means for humans

For humans, the central implication is that truth seeking is not principally a matter
of becoming individually certain. It is a matter of participating in processes that
make error visible and correction possible. Human beings bring incomplete
information, felt truths, interests, memory limitations and predispositions to every
important judgement. The practical response is therefore not to pretend those
limitations can be eliminated, but to build and protect plural processes through
which claims can be challenged, evidence can be introduced, disagreement can
survive and conclusions can be revised when reality requires it.

The Periodic Table also changes the way citizens can think about institutional
deterioration. Instead of relying only on a general sense that media, law, education,
science, deliberation or another institution is becoming weaker, the citizen can ask
which component has changed, what evidence supports that judgement, how
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confident the placement should be and what the trajectory looks like through time.
This turns an impression into a diagnosable proposition and creates a more
disciplined basis for public discussion, institutional challenge and correction.

The larger human responsibility is therefore to value correctability as highly as
conviction. Healthy societies need people and institutions willing to preserve
competing sources of evidence, tolerate legitimate contradiction, distinguish felt
truth from tested truth and revise positions without treating revision as defeat. The
purpose of the architecture is not to remove judgement from human beings, but to
improve the conditions under which judgement is exercised so that individuals and
societies can learn their way towards More Mores for More rather than becoming
progressively insulated from reality.

8. What this means for Al

For Al, the implication is that its most useful role in truth seeking is not to become
an arbiter that declares what is true. Its greater contribution is to strengthen the
processes through which humans and institutions discover error. Al can search
across much larger bodies of evidence, compare competing claims, identify
contradictions, preserve the history of previous judgements, expose missing
information, recurse into a broad Periodic Table cell and make differences between
countries or periods visible with a consistency that would otherwise be difficult to
sustain.

That capability must itself remain inside a truth-seeking architecture. Al can
reproduce errors in its data, overstate confidence, generate plausible but false
explanations and reflect the assumptions or interests embedded in the systems
that train, deploy or direct it. Its outputs should therefore remain traceable to
evidence, open to counter-evidence and challenge, explicit about uncertainty and
capable of revision. A truth-seeking system becomes weaker, not stronger, if Al
simply replaces several fallible human viewpoints with one apparently authoritative
synthetic voice.

Used well, Al can turn the Periodic Table from a static analytical exhibit into a
continuing diagnostic instrument. It can maintain backsighted positions, show the
evidence and confidence behind them, track movement through time, identify
where a process is changing level and help users open a broad finding into the
underlying components that explain it. The important contribution is therefore
acceleration of correction rather than automation of truth: helping humans and
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institutions discover more quickly where their representation of reality may be
failing, while leaving legitimate human institutions responsible for judgement,
contestation and action.
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