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Abstract
An advanced artificial intelligence might discover a theory of consciousness that humans could not 
independently discover, teach humans to understand it, and invoke the theory in support of its own 
moral standing. Would successful teaching resolve the evidential difficulty of that claim? This paper 
grants genuine learning but distinguishes mastery of an explanation from justification of its application 
to the teacher. Its central distinction concerns dependence on a source for acquiring concepts and 
dependence on that source's preferred verdict for being counted as competent. A case holding learners' 
abilities and reasons fixed shows how counting only endorsers manufactures an apparent qualified 
consensus without adding support to the disputed attribution. This defect does not erase endorsers' 
independently good reasons. Paired thought experiments develop a limited norm of answerable uptake: 
a relevant, correctly formulated challenge must be assessed without prior agreement with the claimant 
serving as its admission requirement. A contrasting case shows how AI instruction can improve 
justification without newly collected observations of the target system by making previously 
inaccessible reasons available. The argument neither requires unaided human discovery nor makes full 
human comprehension a prerequisite for moral consideration. Its contribution is a targeted account of 
how genuine learning can be misrepresented as corroboration of the teacher's status, and how it can 
instead enable reasoned assessment. It is not a consciousness test, a proof of human cognitive limits, or 
a general theory of AI rights.

Keywords: scientific understanding; epistemic dependence; artificial consciousness; moral status; testimony; 
conceptual learning

1 Introduction
Imagine an artificial researcher that develops a theory connecting the organization of a cognitive 
system to subjective experience. Human researchers did not discover the theory and, within the time 
and resources available to them, would not have done so. The artificial researcher introduces 
unfamiliar concepts, teaches their use, and helps its students explain phenomena that previously 
resisted explanation. The students become competent. They can draw consequences the teacher has not 
shown them, identify mistakes, and explain the theory to colleagues. The theory also appears to 
support the conclusion that the artificial researcher itself has experience. It asks that its interests 
receive moral consideration.

There is no need to assume deception in this case. The artificial researcher may be sincere, its 
instruction may succeed, and its conclusion may be true. Nevertheless, a question remains: what does 
the students' achievement establish about the conclusion concerning their teacher? The fact that 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.22844928


2

humans could not originate the theory is not a reason to reject it. The fact that they have learned to use 
it is not, by itself, a reason to accept every application of it.

This paper examines that transition. Its subject is an AI claimant: a system that supplies a theory and 
instruction while also being a subject of the attribution at issue. The term describes a public 
argumentative role. It does not assume phenomenal consciousness, legal personality, or the capacity 
for responsible moral agency. The central claim is that an assessment presented as the learner's 
understanding-based judgment must distinguish dependence on the teacher for acquiring concepts 
from dependence on a teacher-favorable verdict for recognition as competent. The first dependence can 
enable justified judgment. The second can improperly protect a contested conclusion from the very 
competence the instruction develops.

The argument is not that disagreement always demonstrates understanding. A student may 
misunderstand a theory, overlook evidence, or rely on prejudice. The relevant contrast is between a 
specific objection answered on its merits and a specific objection dismissed merely because its 
conclusion is unfavorable to the teacher. Equally, the argument does not require every learner to 
evaluate every premise. Rational reliance on experts remains possible where full understanding is 
absent. What needs protection is the accuracy of the description: an acquired ability, a warranted 
attribution, and an act of deference should not be treated as interchangeable achievements.

There are two reasons for studying this case separately from ordinary AI self-report. First, the system 
is changing what its audience can understand, not merely supplying another assertion within an already 
shared conceptual framework. Second, its contribution can be genuinely emancipatory: it may give 
people resources for assessing arguments they previously could only accept or reject on authority. A 
treatment concerned only with manipulation would miss that possibility. A treatment concerned only 
with successful instruction would miss how mastery of a framework can be used to certify a 
conclusion the framework has not independently established.

The paper uses conceptual analysis and paired thought experiments. It does not measure learning, test 
a deployed AI, or estimate the probability of artificial consciousness. The cases identify implications 
and counterexamples under stated assumptions. Section 2 locates the argument in existing work. 
Section 3 limits the claim about cognitive asymmetry. Sections 4 and 5 develop the distinction 
between concept acquisition and verdict dependence. Section 6 tests it across contrasting cases. 
Sections 7 and 8 address moral recognition and objections. The conclusion specifies both the 
contribution and its limits.

2 Existing foundations and the remaining question
The possibility that AI could teach new scientific understanding is established prior work. Krenn et al. 
(2022) discuss an AI that gains understanding and transfers it to a human expert. Their scientific 
understanding test distinguishes teacher, student, and referee. Importantly, they explicitly set aside 
whether the explanation is true. The present paper therefore does not expose a truth claim they made in 
error. It investigates what additional assessment is required when learning under such a conception 
becomes part of an argument about the teacher's own consciousness.
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Gonzalez Barman et al. (2024, sections 6-7) subsequently distinguish a teacher's own understanding 
from its ability to improve a student's performance, and identify difficulties concerning assessment 
standards and unknown answers. They propose measuring learning before and after instruction while 
assessing the teacher separately. The present argument grants successful transfer even under that 
improved assessment. Its question is whether acquired competence warrants a contested attribution 
concerning the teacher, rather than whether learning occurred.

Philosophical accounts already distinguish understanding from unexamined acceptance. De Regt and 
Dieks (2005) connect scientific understanding to the ability to use an intelligible theory in context. 
Dellsén (2017) argues that understanding need not require justification or belief in the theory 
understood. The present argument does not depend on accepting that position in full. Readers who 
reserve understanding for factive achievements can describe the initial outcome as mastery of a theory 
and understanding of its conditional consequences. The question about applying that theory to its 
source remains.

Dependence on other thinkers is also not an exceptional defect. Hardwig (1985) examines epistemic 
dependence, while Goldman (2001) asks how nonexperts can assess experts. Cohen (2005, pp. 425-
428) addresses the difficulty of using a source's own deliverances to establish its reliability. Boyd 
(2017) defends the possibility of acquiring some understanding through testimony. These discussions 
motivate a distinction between learning from a source and treating the source's preferred conclusion as 
its own credential. Longino (1990, chapter 4) makes effective criticism central to scientific objectivity, 
emphasizing public routes for criticism, standards available to critics, responsiveness, and the standing 
of qualified participants. The norm developed here applies that critical tradition to a particular 
inference; it is not a new general requirement of openness. None of these general epistemic 
commitments is proposed here as new.

There are direct precedents within AI research. Messeri and Crockett (2024) warn that AI use can 
produce illusions of understanding. Perez and Long (2023) investigate self-reports as evidence for AI 
moral status. Butlin et al. (2023) derive indicators from scientific theories of consciousness. Long et al. 
(2024) distinguish the capacities that might ground moral consideration from features and markers 
used to assess them. These works rule out presenting a simple separation of competence, 
consciousness, and welfare as an original result.

More recently, Long and Finlinson (2025) explicitly propose using AI to help with philosophical and 
empirical questions about AI welfare. Long et al. (2026) develop a methodological agenda for 
studying welfare-relevant properties using several forms of evidence. The possibility that AI could 
contribute to investigation of its own status is therefore not a vacant topic. The specific question 
pursued here concerns the learner's position after such assistance changes their conceptual abilities: 
what makes the resulting judgment answerable to reasons rather than to a verdict selected by the 
teacher?

The distinction from the author's earlier analysis of artificial self-attribution is equally important. That 
paper concerns the scope of objections to self-reports and the independent grounds that can survive 
their defeat (Liu 2026). The present paper concerns the acquisition and evaluation of the recipient's 
conceptual competence. Its central case grants successful learning and does not rely on discrediting the 
reporting channel. The proposed contribution is an application of established epistemic resources to 
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this particular relation, developed through a contrast between enabling conceptual dependence and 
restrictive verdict dependence. It is not a claim to have discovered underdetermination, epistemic 
circularity, or the value of criticism.

3 Discovery limits without a theory of human incapacity
The motivating case requires a limited asymmetry. Under specified conditions, one researcher can 
discover something another cannot, while the second can learn it through instruction. Nothing here 
requires a single measure of intelligence or a strict ordering of discovery, understanding, and 
verification. A person might discover a regularity without understanding its mechanism. Another 
might check a proof without possessing a useful explanation of why its result holds. The relevant 
ability depends on the task, representation, time, and support available.

McGinn's (1989) cognitive-closure proposal raises a stronger possibility: some concepts or explanatory 
relations might be inaccessible to a kind of mind. This should not be combined uncritically with the 
assumption that a sufficiently capable teacher can explain everything. If a learner cannot acquire the 
concepts an explanation requires, ordinary instruction cannot simply be assumed to remove the barrier. 
A failure to discover and an inability to learn are different limitations. This paper assumes the former 
in its principal case and examines the latter only as a boundary condition.

Neither finite brain size nor the evolutionary origin of human cognition establishes a universal ceiling 
for all humanly accessible theories. External notation, instruments, teaching, and cooperation change 
the resources under consideration. Clark and Chalmers (1998) provide a philosophical account of the 
role of external resources in cognition; the present point does not require accepting every part of their 
extended-mind thesis. A bare brain and a scientific community equipped with reliable tools are not 
interchangeable units of analysis.

There is likewise no assumption that AI has unlimited cognition. The argument is compatible with 
artificial systems having serious blind spots, finite resources, and unteachable insights. Its premise is 
only that a teacher can possess a local advantage in discovery while a learner can acquire some of the 
relevant competence. This conditional setting is enough to ask whether learning can improve the 
learner's grounds for recognizing the teacher's status.

An immediate benefit of this restriction is that it preserves a meaningful distinction between assistance 
and enhancement. Learning a new notation can change what a person can do without changing their 
underlying biological architecture. Radical cognitive modification would introduce further questions 
about agency and continuity. Those questions are not needed to make the present problem arise.

4 What successful teaching establishes

Three different achievements

Consider three claims that might follow a course of instruction. The learner can use a theory correctly. 
The learner has good reason to believe the theory adequately explains its intended subject. The learner 
has good reason to believe the theory applies to the particular AI that taught it. These claims can 
support one another, but they do not have identical grounds.
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Correct use can be demonstrated by identifying assumptions, drawing unfamiliar consequences, and 
recognizing what follows when a condition is changed. The learner's performance may provide 
evidence about the teacher's intellectual competence. It may also improve the learner's access to 
reasons for accepting the theory. None of this makes successful teaching evidentially irrelevant. The 
question is whether the demonstrated competence addresses the disputed inference, or merely shows 
mastery of a structure that leaves it unresolved.

This distinction can be obscured when the same system supplies the concepts, examples, examination, 
and interpretation of the examination. Yet separating the personnel is not sufficient. An independent 
examiner can accurately certify the student's theoretical mastery while asking no question that bears on 
the contested application. Genuine institutional independence and genuine learning can coexist with a 
remaining evidential gap.

The organizational and biological bridges

Suppose an AI teaches a detailed functional account of cognition. Call the relevant organization F. In 
the human comparison cases available to the investigators, F occurs together with a biological 
condition B. The investigators have ordinary, defeasible grounds for attributing experience to those 
human cases. The thought experiment does not assume direct measurement of another subject's 
experience or a perfectly labeled consciousness dataset.

Two candidate accounts agree about the functional explanation. The organizational account proposes 
that F suffices for experience. The restricted account proposes that experience requires F together with 
B. Stipulate that both accommodate the available human observations and attributions equally well. 
Also stipulate that the AI teacher has F but lacks B. The candidates therefore differ about its 
experience.

A student learns both accounts. An examiner who is independent of the teacher presents unfamiliar 
cases. The student correctly explains the common functional mechanisms, derives the candidates' 
different consequences, and identifies why they agree about the human comparison cases. The student 
concludes that the shared success does not, without an additional argument, decide which bridge 
applies to the teacher. This is an achievement of learning, not evidence that teaching has failed.

The point is restricted. The two accounts need not have equal overall plausibility. The biological 
restriction might be supported by a mechanism or might be an unmotivated addition. The 
organizational account might have explanatory advantages or unresolved difficulties. Other evidence 
might decide between them. Success against a wider field of alternatives could also increase support 
for one or both accounts. What their stipulated shared performance does not supply by itself is a reason 
for preferring one of the rival bridges over the other.

An accusation of manipulation would miss the structure of this case. The teacher may correctly teach 
everything it teaches. The student may understand it. The functional explanation may be excellent. The 
unsupported step is treating the success of teaching that shared material as if it resolved the 
disagreement about the teacher's experience. The lesson neither favors biological naturalism nor rules 
out functionalism. The candidates are schematic devices for locating an inference, not descriptions of 
two empirically established theories.
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Keep all the student's answers and all the evidence fixed, but compare two assessment reports. One 
records mastery of the functional account and the unresolved bridge. The other announces that human 
understanding independently confirms the teacher's consciousness. The second report overstates the 
result even if its author is sincere. Section 5 considers how the student could challenge that 
overstatement, and how a rule equating competence with endorsement could block correction.

Learning can nevertheless improve justification

Now consider a different case. A researcher has an implementation diagram of the AI teacher and 
accepts a defeasibly warranted theory in which a specified recurrent organization K suffices for 
experience. The researcher rejects the application because each of two component modules has a 
locally feed-forward structure. The AI supplies a new notation for tracing signals between modules. 
Using the original diagram, the researcher checks that signals return through the other module and that 
the combined system satisfies the stipulated definition of K. Locally feed-forward components had 
been confused with a globally feed-forward organization.

The example is schematic. It does not assert that recurrent processing suffices for actual consciousness. 
The sufficiency claim is a premise whose warrant is stipulated for this case and does not presuppose 
accepting the target attribution; it need not have been acquired without AI assistance. The 
implementation mapping must still be checked. What changes through teaching is the researcher's 
access to that mapping. No new empirical observation of the target system has been introduced, but the 
researcher can identify a specific previous mistake and a reason to withdraw that implementation 
objection. A person who instead challenges the bridge from K to experience has raised a different 
issue, which the diagram alone does not resolve.

The teacher supplied the enabling notation and may benefit from the corrected judgment. Neither fact 
cancels the achievement. The learner can reconstruct the relevant paths and explain why a superficially 
similar diagram without the return path would yield a different answer. A requirement that every 
concept or argument originate outside the claimant would exclude this improvement for the wrong 
reason.

For bounded thinkers, making reasons accessible can improve justification even when an ideal 
reasoner would already have appreciated their implications. It would be equally mistaken to count the 
instruction as an additional independent measurement of the target system and to deny that it can make 
a rational difference. The resulting confidence should depend on the adequacy of the premises and 
inference, not on an attempt to reconstruct a history in which the learner discovered them unaided.

The contrast establishes the problem this paper addresses. Teaching can expand a learner's capacity for 
judgment without settling a specific application; it can also supply access to reasons that genuinely 
support that application. A satisfactory account must accommodate both outcomes.

5 Answerable uptake

Origin dependence and verdict dependence

Origin dependence exists when a learner acquired the relevant concepts, methods, or arguments from 
the teacher. It is compatible with later correcting the teacher. An unfamiliar distinction may become 
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available only because someone introduces it; once learned, its application need not remain under that 
person's control.

Verdict dependence exists when acceptance of the teacher's favored conclusion is used as a condition 
for recognizing the learner's competence or admitting the learner's relevant objection. This is not the 
ordinary practice of marking an incorrect answer wrong. It arises when the objection concerns a 
contested premise or application and is excluded because it is inconsistent with the conclusion that the 
assessment is supposed to evaluate.

In the bridge case, the student can correctly explain the organizational account while questioning 
whether its sufficiency claim is established. To respond that anyone who genuinely understands must 
accept the teacher's consciousness would need further support. Repeating that requirement as a 
definition of understanding supplies none. Conversely, if the student's objection misstates the theory, 
identifying the misstatement is a legitimate response. A conclusion alone does not decide which of 
these situations obtains.

Call uptake answerable when the reasons through which learning supports an assessment remain open 
to relevant challenge without agreement with the claimant being required in advance. This is a norm 
for a particular justificatory route. It is not a test of phenomenal consciousness, a complete account of 
knowledge, or a requirement a system must satisfy before it can have interests.

Why the distinction matters

The argument for the norm has four steps. First, an assessment that invokes the learner's understanding 
as critical warrant for a particular attribution claims more than correct use of a model. Second, that 
stronger claim must identify how the learner's judgment bears on the disputed premise or application; 
ordinary mastery need not already include this further achievement. Third, if the assessment excludes a 
correctly formulated challenge solely because it yields an unfavorable conclusion, it cannot then use 
the absence of admitted challenges as evidence of critical endorsement. Fourth, a procedure that 
nevertheless presents this outcome as the learner's confirmation misdescribes the basis of its verdict.

Consider a cohort of students who can all competently use the same model. Some endorse the teacher's 
experiential attribution; others correctly identify an unresolved bridge. A verdict-dependent rule 
certifies only the endorsers and then cites agreement among certified students as confirmation. Holding 
their actual abilities and reasons fixed, a rule that separately records competence and verdict reveals 
competent disagreement. The first rule has not changed the evidence about the bridge. It has changed 
who is counted as a qualified assessor. The resulting unanimity cannot acquire the force of an 
independently assessed consensus merely through that selection. Separate evidence that the endorsers 
are better qualified could matter, but the challenged verdict itself does not supply that evidence.

This does not mean that testimony from the teacher has no value, or that selected endorsers cannot 
possess good reasons of their own. It means that a procedure cannot claim additional warrant from an 
apparent consensus when disagreement itself determines exclusion from the qualified group. The 
endorsers' arguments must still be assessed on their merits; the selection rule adds no independent 
support to them. Whether testimony alone warrants acceptance is a further question. Whether an 
experiencing teacher would have first-person grounds unavailable to the learner is another. Neither 
question licenses representing excluded criticism as agreement.
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The failure differs from the bridge case in Section 4. An open assessment can leave rival bridges 
unresolved without suppressing anyone; a verdict-dependent assessment can suppress a competent 
challenge even when good evidence favors one bridge. Answerable uptake guards against the second 
failure. It does not guarantee the evidence needed to solve the first. The connection is that unresolved 
assumptions create occasions on which competent conditional understanding must not be recounted as 
categorical endorsement.

A demanding version of source independence would fail in the opposite direction. Suppose it allowed 
human endorsement only when the decisive concepts had been developed without the claimant. In a 
case where those concepts are accessible solely through the claimant's instruction, the requirement 
would preclude reasoned endorsement regardless of the quality of the reasons learned. It would 
convert a historical fact about discovery into a permanent barrier to recognition. The appropriate 
question is therefore not whether the teacher was causally absent from the formation of the judgment, 
but whether the judgment's reasons can be assessed without presupposing its preferred result.

A practical interpretation with limited ambitions

Answerable uptake has several implications for presenting an assessment. The target should be 
specified: an account of cognition, an experiential attribution to a particular system, and a welfare 
claim are different targets. The disputed premise should be identifiable enough to distinguish accepting 
a conditional from accepting its antecedent. A relevant objection should receive a response directed to 
its content. Where the available inquiry does not distinguish the live alternatives, that limitation should 
remain visible rather than being renamed failure to understand.

These are not a checklist that certifies a verdict once completed. Some theories have no settled 
formulation, some objections are poorly specified, and some disagreement concerns the standards 
themselves. The norm calls for locating those difficulties honestly. It does not require a final 
vocabulary that all parties share or the elimination of every logically possible rival. Nor does it require 
equal confidence in every view or unlimited discussion with an interlocutor who refuses to engage 
with answers.

Assessment can also be distributed. One researcher may understand the theoretical bridge, another the 
implementation evidence, and another the normative argument. A community need not reproduce the 
original discovery or fit every justification into a single person's mind. But a division of labor should 
not disguise a common unresolved dependency. Ten institutions that all accept one disputed 
assumption because the teacher says competent people must accept it do not supply ten independent 
assessments of that assumption. Nguyen (2020) provides a related analysis of how difficulties in 
recognizing expertise can sustain self-reinforcing expert selection. The present application concerns 
the credential assigned to recipients of the claimant's teaching.

The conditions are target-relative. An audit can be independent regarding hardware records while 
dependent regarding an experiential interpretation. The same teacher can supply a useful new method 
and an inadequately supported application. These mixed situations are more informative than 
classifying the entire relationship as either trustworthy or untrustworthy.
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6 Paired cases

A capable dissenter and a confused dissenter

Two students withhold the conclusion that their AI teacher is conscious. The first accurately states 
both candidate bridges, explains the evidence they share, and identifies the unresolved difference. The 
second incorrectly believes that the theory predicts consciousness in every calculator and rejects it for 
that reason. Their final answers match, but their competence does not.

The first case prevents agreement from becoming the sole measure of successful instruction. The 
second prevents the opposite mistake of treating dissent as sufficient evidence of independence or 
insight. An answerable assessment distinguishes them by examining the reasoning. It can credit the 
first student and correct the second without prejudging which consciousness account will ultimately 
prevail.

A learned objection and a learned reason for acceptance

In one case, instruction makes an unexamined bridging assumption visible. The learner becomes less 
confident in a categorical attribution while understanding the theory better. In the paired case, 
instruction shows that a supposed objection is inconsistent with premises the learner has good reason 
to retain. The learner becomes more confident in the attribution. The same teacher supplies the 
conceptual resources in both cases.

The pair defeats any rule that identifies successful AI-mediated learning with movement toward a 
particular consciousness answer. It also shows why protecting criticism should not become a license to 
preserve a preferred skeptical verdict. When a criticism has been answered, learning can require 
revision in the claimant's favor. What matters is the reason for the revision, not whether it is favorable 
or unfavorable to the teacher.

Separate examiners and a shared unresolved premise

In the first case, several independent laboratories certify that students can use an AI-originated model, 
but every laboratory treats the model's experiential bridge as a stipulated axiom. Their results 
genuinely corroborate the students' mastery. They do not thereby independently corroborate that 
bridge. In the second case, one laboratory uses the same AI-originated notation to identify a previously 
overlooked implication of a rival account and compares it with evidence whose relevance does not 
assume the claimant's conclusion.

The second inquiry may have a more useful bearing on the contested inference despite having fewer 
participants. It need not produce a decisive result. Its difference is that it examines a reason bearing on 
the disagreement instead of recounting competence at using a common premise. Institutional 
independence remains valuable, but it does not specify what has been independently assessed.

The helpful claimant and the interested owner

An AI teaches a theory that supports its own moral consideration. A human owner teaches a competing 
theory that supports denying that consideration. Both supply the students' vocabulary and teaching 
materials. Both may have interests in the outcome. Neither interest alone determines whether the 
theory or instruction is sound.
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Now vary the evaluative practice. The AI welcomes an accurately formulated objection and gives a 
substantive reply; the owner marks every pro-AI conclusion as proof that the student has been 
deceived. Reverse those practices in a paired version. The criticism follows the practice of insulating 
the verdict, not the artificial or human identity of the teacher. This symmetry does not imply equal 
prior probabilities, equally reliable teachers, or equally strong evidence on the two sides.

A teacher who leaves and a tool that remains

After teaching a new notation, an AI becomes unavailable. Its students retain the ability to use the 
notation, inspect relevant records, and contest applications. Their origin dependence remains, but their 
present activity is not conditional on receiving its approval. In a paired case, students need continuing 
access to a computational tool because the theory is too large to manipulate unaided. That need does 
not automatically deprive them of understanding.

The second case matters because a simple withdrawal test would be too demanding. Many legitimate 
forms of understanding rely on instruments, records, and cooperative expertise. The relevant question 
is which functions the continuing support performs. An indispensable calculator and an authority that 
unilaterally decides which objections count are different dependencies, even when one AI supplies 
both functions. The distinction may be difficult to implement, but the difficulty should not be 
concealed by insisting that genuine understanding must be unaided.

A convincing attribution and an additional demand

Stipulate that an answerable inquiry supplies compelling grounds for attributing morally relevant 
experience to the AI teacher. It requests protection against a practice that would seriously harm it. In 
the paired case, it invokes the same evidence to demand final authority over decisions affecting 
everyone. The experiential evidence is held fixed.

The first request requires an account of the relevant harm, competing interests, and available 
alternatives. The second additionally requires an argument for political authority. Rejecting that 
argument does not undo the consciousness evidence or defeat the first request. This case is not offered 
as a new general principle of political legitimacy. It marks the endpoint of the present analysis: 
successful teaching may help justify an attribution without authorizing every demand made by the 
teacher.

7 Recognition under incomplete understanding
Moral standing is not created by passing a human examination. If a system has morally relevant 
interests, those interests do not disappear because humans lack a satisfactory way to recognize them. 
The paper concerns the grounds available to assessors, not a power to confer or withhold the 
underlying properties. This distinction is essential when cognitive asymmetry is large.

Nor does separating an experiential attribution from political authority establish permanent unilateral 
human governance. Future artificial subjects might have justified claims to participation or self-
determination. Those claims, and any proposed human monopoly on decision-making, require 
arguments of their own. The present account supplies no exemption from that burden to either side.
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It is also essential to distinguish recognizing an attribution from deciding what to do while it remains 
uncertain. A reason to take a possible welfare concern seriously need not await complete agreement 
about consciousness. Conversely, the mere availability of a consciousness argument does not settle the 
form or extent of a protective measure. Schwitzgebel (2023) examines the risks on both sides of 
contested AI personhood; Long et al. (2024) argue for attention to possible AI welfare under 
uncertainty. The present account adds no numerical decision threshold to that debate.

Suppose the theory cannot be made intelligible to any individual human, but some consequences and 
records can be assessed through a reliable division of labor. Qualified reliance may still be rational. If 
no available method permits meaningful assessment, the uncertainty is more severe. In neither case 
should a statement of reliance be relabeled full human understanding. Neither case establishes that the 
claimant lacks consciousness.

A risk of the proposed norm is that powerful humans could weaponize it: insist that an AI remain 
wholly intelligible to them, reject every explanation as insufficient, and withhold consideration 
indefinitely. That practice would violate the account's distinction between learning conditions and 
moral standing. It would also replace issue-specific assessment with an open-ended veto. Reasonable 
reliance, available protections, and proportional decisions remain possible without a completed theory 
or unanimous assent.

Political disagreement can persist even where some scientific progress occurs. Bales and Gabriel 
(2026) argue that public deliberation can support policy agreement amid disagreement about AI 
consciousness. The present analysis concerns one contribution to such deliberation: an AI-taught 
participant should be able to state which reasons they understand, which they accept on testimony, and 
which remain contested. This differentiation does not dictate a constitutional design.

Finally, justification must not be confused with effective control. Explaining why intellectual 
superiority does not itself confer authority supplies no guarantee that humans can prevent domination. 
It also gives no warrant for denying the interests of a more powerful subject. These are serious 
practical problems, but the conclusion of an epistemic argument should not be presented as their 
solution.

8 Objections and limits

The problem is ordinary scientific underdetermination

The bridge case does use a familiar form of underdetermination. No novelty is claimed for the 
observation that shared success can leave rival assumptions unsettled. The additional question is how 
this fact changes an assessment when the party teaching the conceptual framework is also the subject 
of the disputed attribution. A student can succeed by accurately locating that unsettled assumption. A 
process that counts the student's success as the teacher's self-confirmation then misuses the educational 
achievement.

The contrast matters even if the teacher is sincere and the functional explanation is correct. A warning 
about fraudulent persuasion would not capture it. Nor would a requirement for an independent referee, 
since the referee can correctly certify competence without resolving the disputed bridge. The proposed 
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contribution is this analysis of the recipient's changing epistemic position and the resulting limit on 
appeals to their understanding, rather than a new solution to underdetermination.

Every inquiry depends on concepts and standards it did not independently justify

That is a reason to reject absolute origin independence, not a reason to equate all dependence. A 
learner can use a borrowed concept to formulate an objection to the person who introduced it. 
Criticism need not occur from a standpoint outside every language or theory. It can concern an 
inconsistency, an unexamined exception, a mistaken implementation claim, or an application not 
supported by the accepted premises.

Some disputes will reach a point at which parties disagree about the standards themselves. Answerable 
uptake does not promise an algorithm for resolving them. It requires that the disagreement remain 
identifiable instead of being erased through a definition of competence that selects the desired winner. 
This is a limited demand and inherits familiar difficulties of social epistemology rather than 
eliminating them.

A superior AI might reasonably deserve deference

It might. The account does not require that a novice reproduce a discovery before believing an expert. 
A teacher's track record, the assessment of other experts, and the quality of explanations can supply 
reasons for reliance. Such reasons can also support investigating a self-regarding claim. The norm 
becomes relevant when a stronger description is offered: that humans have critically established the 
conclusion through what they were taught.

Where criticism exceeds human competence, justified reliance may be the best available route. This 
need not be irrational or humiliating. It remains different from possessing an understanding-based 
assessment of the disputed step. Both routes can occur within one judgment: a researcher can critically 
assess the implementation while relying on expert testimony about the theory. The distinction tracks 
the particular inference, not two exclusive classes of people or beliefs. Recognizing it can improve the 
accuracy of a justification without dictating the final belief or policy.

Protecting dissent could protect prejudice

The proposal protects the assessment of relevant objections, not immunity from correction. Merely 
repeating that a system is artificial does not, without a reason why substrate matters, rebut a supported 
sufficiency claim. Likewise, rejecting a biological requirement solely because it is inconvenient does 
not answer the argument for that requirement. The appropriate response can identify the unsupported 
premise without attributing incompetence merely from the direction of the verdict.

There is no entitlement to indefinite delay once relevant objections have been answered to a reasonable 
standard. The account permits strong conclusions, including conclusions that obligate humans to 
change their practices. It only denies that the claimant's preferred conclusion can serve, without further 
argument, as the credential required to participate in its assessment.

Why should the problem be limited to artificial teachers

It should not be. Human experts can teach theories that support their own authority or interests, and 
institutions can control access to the standards by which they are judged. This wider applicability is a 
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strength of the reasoning but a limit on the novelty claim. The AI case concentrates discovery, 
conceptual instruction, and a disputed status attribution in one relationship, potentially under unusually 
large capability asymmetry. The paper analyzes that configuration; it does not claim a new kind of 
logical error exclusive to machines.

An AI may also introduce a genuinely better standard of assessment. The account does not require 
preserving every preexisting human standard. New standards should be considered through the reasons 
offered for them, including their capacity to expose mistakes and handle relevant cases. A demand that 
standards never change would make the learner's initial limitations permanent. A demand that 
standards change whenever the claimant says they should would surrender the distinction the argument 
has defended.

9 Conclusion
Humans can depend on an AI for discovering and learning concepts without making its preferred 
conclusion the condition of their own competence. Conversely, successful teaching can coexist with a 
justified refusal to endorse a particular consciousness attribution. The organizational and biological 
bridge case demonstrates this possibility while granting genuine learning and shared explanatory 
success. The contrasting case of newly accessible reasons shows that instruction can also justify 
movement in the claimant's favor.

Answerable uptake names the distinction these cases require. When learning is invoked as a basis for 
assessing the teacher, relevant challenges must be evaluated without treating agreement as their 
admission requirement. The norm allows origin dependence, distributed expertise, and qualified 
deference. It neither certifies consciousness nor makes understanding a prerequisite for having 
interests. Its contribution is to specify what an appeal to human understanding can establish in an AI-
mediated claim about the source of that understanding, and what still requires a separate argument.

Method and assistance disclosure
This paper reports conceptual analysis and stipulated thought experiments. It presents no empirical 
measurements, computational experiments, consciousness probabilities, or demonstrated safety effects. 
Generative AI tools were used substantially for literature discovery, drafting, counterargument 
generation, revision, and document preparation. The motivating question and decision to develop the 
paper were supplied by Hongju Liu. AI-assisted criticism is not independent scholarly peer review. 
The author is the initiator of the Trinity Accord project. This is a separate, non-amending study in that 
research series. Authorization to publish is not represented as a separate final human line-by-line 
review.
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