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Lost Coherence:
What the Ancient World
Built — and What We Can’t

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The largest stones ever moved by human hands sit in Lebanon. Three limestone blocks, each
weighing approximately 800 tonnes, were quarried, transported nearly a kilometre, and lifted
into place by people with no machinery, no engines, and no technology we don’t already
understand. For centuries, this has been treated as a mystery. Itisn’t. The mystery was never
in the tools. It was in the people.

This brief argues that the social architecture which made ancient monumental construction
possible — unified social energy, vertical trust transmission, trust infrastructure built on stable
family formation, and the wide distribution of reproductive stake — has been systematically
dismantled by modernity. The dismantling was rational, well-intentioned, and genuinely
productive of goods and we should not pretend otherwise. It was also poorly understood. The
costs are now visible in the data. And the trends are self-reinforcing in ways that do not tend
toward spontaneous recovery.

This is Paper 1 of 5 in the Prothean Civilisational Architecture series. The full whitepaper, with
complete citations, data tables, force calculations, and falsifiable predictions, is available at
protheaninstitute.com.

1. Three Things We’ve Stopped Being Able to Do
Consider three observations that seem unrelated.

In 1990, 79% of Americans said they would be willing to fight for their country. By 2023, that
figure had fallen to 41%. Not because Americans became cowardly. Because the calculation
changed.

Fertility has fallen below the replacement rate in every Western country without exception. Not
because people stopped wanting children. Because something shifted in the conditions that
made family formation feel natural and necessary.
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Social trust — the simple willingness to assume that a stranger shares your basic values and
won't take advantage of you — has halved in the United States since the late 1960s. Not
because people became worse. Because the substrate that generated trust has eroded.

These three trends are not coincidences. They are symptoms of the same
underlying condition. And that condition has a name.

2. What Ancient Civilisations Had That We Have Lost

When the Egyptians built the pyramids, or the medieval French built Notre-Dame, they were
not simply deploying labour at scale. They were operating within a social architecture that
modern societies have systematically dismantled.

Four features defined that architecture. A shared framework of meaning — not just religion in
the narrow sense, but a complete cosmological order that gave individual effort collective
significance. A unified structure of governance and purpose, without the institutional
competition between meaning and authority that fragments modern societies. A collective
rather than individual identity — the sense that one’s contribution to something larger than
oneself was the primary expression of who one was, not a sacrifice of it. And non-optional
social obligation — the expectation that individual energy served collective projects as a matter
of course, without the optionality that modern culture treats as a right.

Together, these four conditions produced what this paper calls unified social energy: the
capacity to point an entire community’s effort at a single purpose, sustain that effort across
decades, and transmit the obligation intact to the next generation.

The monument is just what that capacity looks like when it is fully deployed. A
city of ten thousand people, working together across twenty years toward a
single purpose, can move mountains. The arithmetic is straightforward. What
isn’t straightforward is imagining ten thousand people doing it — because we
cannot readily conceive of the social conditions that would make it possible.

3. The Trust Problem — and Why It Goes Deeper Than You Think

More diverse societies consistently show lower social trust — not just between groups but
within them. This finding has been subjected to more motivated counter-analysis than almost
any other result in modern social science. The counter-analysis has not dislodged the
correlation.

The reason is structural, not moral. A society whose members share dense common norms
can coordinate at low cost through informal mechanisms. A society without that shared
substrate must substitute formal governance: laws, regulations, enforcement, oversight.
Formal governance is expensive. It is also less effective. And as it expands to fill the gap left
by eroding informal norms, it occupies more and more of individual life.
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The progressive dismantling of informal normative structures in the name of
individual liberation has produced not more freedom but a different kind of
unfreedom. The ancient theocrat told you what to build. The modern regulatory
state tells you how to raise your children.

4. Why Monogamy Was Never Really About Morality

One of the most politically uncomfortable findings in the full whitepaper concerns the
relationship between sexual constraint norms and civilisational capacity. J.D. Unwin studied
86 societies across history and found, with what he called monotonous regularity, that
societies maintaining strong norms around monogamy and premarital chastity showed
dramatically higher collective energy. Societies that relaxed those norms showed contraction
within approximately three generations.

Unwin couldn’t fully explain why. The whitepaper proposes two mechanisms.

The first is trust infrastructure. In a community without reliable monogamy norms, a man
cannot leave to fight, farm collectively, or contribute to a shared project without exposing
himself to fundamental betrayal. The rational response is to minimise exposure. The barn
doesn’t get built collectively. The soldier doesn’t leave willingly. The monument doesn’t get
started. Reliable sexual constraint norms solve a coordination problem that has nothing to do
with sex.

The second is stake distribution. Unstructured sexual markets produce skewed outcomes —
a small number of high-status men capturing disproportionate reproductive access while the
majority are excluded. A man with no household, no lineage, no future generation whose
welfare is bound to his, has no structural reason to invest in civilisational continuation. The
monogamy norm is not a moral constraint. It is the mechanism by which a society converts
the majority of its men from potential defectors into committed contributors.

The willingness-to-fight data is this argument made visible in survey form.
When the stake disappears, so does the willingness to defend it.

5. What Has Been Dismantled — and What That Costs

Over the past sixty years, Western societies have systematically removed the structural
conditions of unified social energy. Shared frameworks of meaning replaced by pluralistic
value neutrality. Structured family formation replaced by elective lifestyle arrangements. Non-
optional social obligation replaced by voluntary civic participation. Informal normative
coordination replaced by formal legal enforcement.

Each step was taken in good faith, in the name of individual freedom. Each step produced
genuine goods. The freedom is real. The scientific and technological acceleration is real. The
liberation from arbitrary constraint is real.

And the costs are also real. Social trust halved. Fertility below replacement everywhere.
Mental health pathology rising sharply, particularly among the young. Male disengagement
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accelerating — economically, educationally, politically. An expanding governance apparatus
filling the coordination vacuum at continuously increasing cost.

These are not random misfortunes. They are the structurally predicted outputs
of a society that has dismantled its coherence mechanisms without replacing
them. Several of the trends are self-reinforcing: declining fertility reduces future
workforce capacity; declining trust increases governance overhead; rising
governance overhead further erodes trust. Systems with mutually reinforcing
negative feedback loops do not tend toward spontaneous recovery.

6. The Balance Point

This paper does not argue for a return to theocracy. Ancient civilisations that maximised
coherence at the expense of individual development eventually stagnated — late dynastic
Egypt and imperial China are the illustrations. The relationship between coherence and
civilisational capacity is an inverted curve. Too little produces atomisation. Too much produces
stagnation. The question is where on that curve modern Western societies currently sit — and
the data suggests we are well into the deficit half.

The structural features of a viable position are identifiable even if the specific institutional path
is not. A shared framework of meaning that motivates collective investment without requiring
conformity. Family formation norms that generate trust and distribute reproductive stake
widely. Non-optional social obligation in domains where individual preference imposes
collective costs. Maximum individual freedom everywhere else.

No modern society has solved this configuration problem. The value of naming
it precisely is that it identifies what is being traded in debates currently
conducted as if only one variable existed. The question is not whether current
trends are desirable. It is whether a system exhibiting sustained decline across
its trust, fertility, and coordination substrates can remain stable indefinitely
without structural correction. History offers few examples where it has.

This Is Paper 1 of 5

Lost Coherence is the diagnostic foundation of a five-paper series — the Prothean
Civilisational Architecture. It names what has been lost and traces the structural mechanism
of that loss. The papers that follow develop the dimensions of the problem and the conditions
of its remedy.

Paper 2 — Thus Spake llos — examines what provided the vertical trust transmission
technology this paper identifies as the unsolved problem of post-religious modernity.

Paper 3 — The Threshold — examines what the removal of key developmental conditions is
producing at population scale — and why the implications are more disturbing than the fertility
data alone suggests.
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Paper 4 — The Cage We Built — proposes a structural cause for the modern depression
epidemic that the standard frameworks have not identified.

Paper 5 — The Invisible Path — identifies the intervention point in the fertility crisis that
financial policy has consistently missed.

The full whitepaper — with complete citations, data tables, force calculations for the Baalbek
transport problem, and falsifiable predictions — is available at protheaninstitute.com. What
you have just read is the argument. The whitepaper is the proof.

protheaninstitute.com

About Prothean Institute

The Prothean Institute is an independent research organisation dedicated to understanding
the structural conditions of civilisational flourishing — and to preserving that understanding for
those who come after. We publish policy briefs, whitepapers, and analytical commentary. We
follow evidence to uncomfortable conclusions and say so clearly. We do not produce output
calibrated for institutional acceptability, political safety, or the comfort of any particular
audience.

The archive exists for those paying close enough attention to find it.
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