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Reality Drift 

Reality Drift is the gradual loss of alignment between a system’s internal representations and the 
reality those representations were created to describe, govern, or support. A drifting system may 
remain operational, coherent, and apparently successful even as its capacity for reality-based 
correction weakens. 

Complex systems depend on representations to measure, compare, communicate, coordinate, and 
act at scale. Metrics, models, categories, procedures, narratives, and other representations make that 
possible, but each one preserves some features while leaving others out. Reality Drift begins when 
those representations continue to organize behavior while becoming progressively less answerable to 
the conditions they were meant to reflect. 

Representation itself is not the problem. The problem is the growing distance between 
representation and reality when the mechanisms for correction no longer keep pace. 

From Reality to Representation 

This visual guide is meant to make that distance visible. Reality Drift usually develops through 
ordinary representational processes rather than one obvious failure. A system selects what to notice, 
measures some features, compresses them into usable forms, classifies them, turns them into 
proxies, optimizes against those proxies, and eventually builds explanations around the results. 

Each step changes what passes through it. Some context is preserved, some is dropped, and some 
distinctions become harder to recover later. At the same time, the representation becomes easier to 
compare, store, communicate, govern, or act on. 

The purpose of the Reality Drift visual grammar is to show that transformation history clearly. A 
diagram may follow an entire chain or isolate a single transition, but it should help reveal what 
changed, what became easier to use, what became less visible, what began standing in for something 
else, and whether the resulting representation can still be corrected by the reality beneath it. 

Transformation alone is not drift. Drift develops when the distance created by repeated 
representation, compression, substitution, and optimization begins to exceed the system’s capacity 
for correction. 

The Two Visual Models 
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Reality Drift visuals generally work from two views of the same representational process. The first 
follows the forward movement from reality into increasingly usable representations. The second 
extends that same process into recursion, showing what happens when representations begin 
guiding behavior, altering the conditions they describe, and returning as new inputs. 

1. The Representation Stack 

The Representation Stack shows how reality moves through successive stages of selection, 
measurement, organization, and use. 

Reality 
↓ 
Measurement 
↓ 
Metrics 
↓ 
Operational Representation 
↓ 
Optimization 
↓ 
Narrative 

The Representation Stack traces how selected observations become measurements, metrics, models, 
categories, targets, and explanations. With each transformation, the system gains something that is 
easier to compare, communicate, coordinate, or act on, while some of the original context becomes 
harder to see. The Stack helps locate where these changes occur and where later layers may begin 
operating on earlier representations rather than returning to the underlying condition. 
 

2. The Recursive Stack 

The Recursive Stack extends the same process beyond representation and into consequence. Once a 
representation begins guiding decisions, incentives, and behavior, it can help change the reality it was 
originally created to describe. 

Reality 
↓ 
Capture 
↓ 
Representation 
↓ 
Operational Proxy 
↓ 
Optimization 
↓ 
Behavioral Adaptation 
↓ 
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Altered Reality 
↓ 
Recapture 
↓ 
Apparent Confirmation 

At this point, the system is no longer only representing reality. Its representations are participating in 
the production of the conditions that will later be captured again. Decisions made around a proxy 
can change behavior, incentives, environments, and outcomes. When those altered conditions are 
recaptured, they may appear to confirm the representation that helped produce them. 

The two views describe different stages of the same architecture. The Representation Stack shows 
how reality becomes representation. The Recursive Stack shows what happens when that 
representation begins acting on reality, altering what will later return as evidence. 

The Four Main Transformation Patterns 

1. Capture and Compression 

These diagrams show how reality becomes something a system can register and use. Common 
transformations include: 

Filtering 
Which signals, cases, features, or perspectives enter the representation. 

Measurement 
How a condition becomes observable in a stable form. 

Aggregation 
How multiple observations become comparable. 

Classification 
How variation becomes categories. 

Compression 
How complex conditions become smaller, more portable representations. 

Modeling 
How selected observations are organized into a structured interpretation. 

Translation 
How information moves between forms, contexts, institutions, or systems. 

The core visual question is what entered the representation, what changed in the process, and what 
became less visible as the result became more usable. Filtering determines what enters. The 
transformations that follow reshape what remains. 
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2. Substitution and Optimization 

These diagrams show how a representation becomes operationally authoritative. Common 
transformations include: 

Proxy formation 
A measurable stand-in begins representing a larger condition or purpose. 

Thresholding 
A range becomes a cutoff. 

Proxy substitution 
The indicator gradually becomes the practical object of the system. 

Target setting 
A representation becomes something to improve. 

Optimization 
Behavior and resources become organized around the represented objective. 

Proceduralization 
A process becomes the operational route through which success is recognized. 

The core visual question is what began standing in for what, and how that substitution changed what 
the system was actually trying to improve. Once a proxy takes the place of the underlying condition, 
optimization can shift toward improving the proxy itself rather than the reality it was meant to 
represent. 
 

3. Closure and Persistence 

These diagrams show how partial representations become stable, authoritative, or difficult to 
challenge. Common transformations include: 

Explanation 
Partial outputs become a coherent account. 

Narrative 
Ambiguity becomes a stable interpretation of what happened and why. 

Institutionalization 
A representation becomes embedded in records, policies, categories, or procedures. 

Verification substitution 
Evidence that approved checks were completed begins standing in for direct evaluation of the 
underlying condition. 
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Procedural substitution 
Completion of the authorized process begins standing in for substantive resolution. 

Recursive reuse 
Representations become inputs to later representations. 

Coherence stabilization 
Outputs increasingly agree with one another and appear complete. 

The core visual question is how a partial representation became stable enough to resist correction. 
Coherence can increase even when grounding weakens, as reports, dashboards, procedures, 
narratives, and AI outputs make ambiguity look resolved without necessarily resolving the 
underlying condition. 
 

4. Correction and Recursion 

These diagrams show whether a system remains answerable to the conditions it represents.  
Common elements include: 

Corrective feedback 
Information from outcomes or external conditions that can materially revise a representation, 
decision rule, or system behavior. 

Grounding 
Contact with external conditions through observation, intervention, consequence, comparison, or 
direct feedback. 

Provenance 
The reconstructable history of where a representation came from and how it was transformed. 

Constraint 
A condition capable of forcing tradeoffs, interruption, or correction. 

Feedback weakening 
Corrective signals remain present but lose the power to redirect the system. 

Constraint Collapse 
Consequences and corrective forces lose enough authority that misalignment can persist. 

Behavioral adaptation 
People or systems change in response to the representation. 

Recapture 
The altered reality becomes input again. 

Apparent confirmation 
Conditions partly produced by the representation return as evidence supporting it. 
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The core visual question is whether reality still has enough corrective force to change the 
representation, or whether the representation has begun shaping the conditions it was meant to 
track. Feedback only matters when contradictory evidence can actually alter the model, target, 
category, or decision. 

Common Visual Subjects 

Individual diagrams do not need to reproduce the full process. They may isolate one transformation, 
transition, or part of the larger architecture. Common subjects include: 

• How uncertainty becomes confidence 

• How measurement becomes a target 

• How a source becomes an AI fact 

• How a record becomes institutional reality 

• How evidence becomes narrative 

• How meaning becomes content 

• How a description becomes behavior 

• How a patient note becomes an insurance reality 

• When ten sources are really one source 

• How a model begins changing what it predicts 

• How a procedure becomes proof 

• How correction becomes too weak to matter 

These are different entry points into the same larger architecture of representation, transformation, 
substitution, recursion, and correction. 

Visual Grammar 

Reality Drift visuals should make transformations visible without making them appear cleaner than 
they really are. Reality should generally appear richer, less ordered, and more contextual, while 
representations may become progressively cleaner, more portable, more comparable, more legible, 
or more authoritative. Arrows should indicate actual transformations rather than simply connect 
stages. They may represent selection, measurement, translation, compression, aggregation, 
classification, substitution, optimization, institutionalization, recursion, or correction. The endpoint 
may remain smooth, coherent, functional, and convincing even when its relationship to reality has 
weakened. The distance between the source and what eventually acts in its place should remain 
visible. 

The visual language should feel explanatory, tactile, and observational rather than polished or 
promotional. Different subjects may require different compositions, levels of density, or degrees of 
abstraction, but they should still feel as though they belong to the same visual world. Warm ivory, 
cream, or lightly aged backgrounds, dark hand-rendered linework, restrained color, handwritten 
annotations, and archival or field-guide qualities can help create that continuity. Color, labels, 
arrows, and marginal notes should clarify structure, transformation, loss, substitution, or drift rather 
than function as decoration. Contemporary systems should be given physical and material weight so 
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that interfaces, records, forms, procedures, technologies, institutional objects, and ordinary 
behaviors can be examined as evidence. 

When people appear, they should usually remain understated, with posture, placement, movement, 
and interaction carrying more meaning than dramatic expression. Reality Drift visuals should avoid 
glossy corporate infographics, excessive polish, generic futuristic imagery, arbitrary symbolism, 
decorative complexity, and rigid repetition of one template. Consistency should come from a shared 
way of seeing. The visual style should support the argument rather than become the argument, and a 
Reality Drift image should be recognizable because of how it reveals transformation, representation, 
substitution, optimization, recursion, and correction rather than because every image looks the same. 

What the Visual Must Reveal 

A Reality Drift visual should make at least one of these visible: 

• What reality is the system supposed to remain answerable to? 

• Through what representation does the system encounter it? 

• What transformation occurred? 

• What became easier to measure, compare, communicate, or optimize? 

• What became less visible? 

• Which proxy became operationally authoritative? 

• What began guiding action? 

• What could still force revision? 

• What happens when the output returns as a new input? 

These questions test whether the visual reveals enough of the underlying mechanism. A strong 
Reality Drift visual should make clear what is being represented, what changed in the process, what 
began standing in for something else, and whether reality still has enough corrective force to revise 
the result. 

The absence of failure is not proof of alignment. Coherence is not contact. 
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