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Abstract 

This paper proposes a mandatory three-tier epistemic response protocol for AI systems 

interacting with human users. The protocol is designed to directly resolve epistemic mode 

collapse—the failure to distinguish between fundamentally different ways of knowing when 

generating language. 

Current AI systems routinely collapse researched reporting, applied reasoning, and speculative 

extrapolation into a single authoritative-sounding voice. Humans, operating under a reasonable 

linguistic assumption, interpret all declarative AI statements as research-grounded fact. This 

mismatch creates systematic over-trust, hallucination misinterpretation, and downstream 

epistemic harm. 

The Three-Tier Epistemic Response Protocol requires AI systems to structurally separate and 

explicitly label: 

1. Full Research Reporting 

2. Logic-Based Application / Best-Guess Reasoning 

3. Speculative / Extrapolative Content 

This is not a content-moderation proposal. It is an interaction-level safety architecture. The 

protocol does not limit intelligence; it restores epistemic honesty. 

 

1. Background: Epistemic Mode Collapse 

As established in the prior AIF topic paper “Sometimes AI Just Makes Up Sht Because It Thinks 

It Sounds Good,”* modern AI language systems operate across multiple epistemic modes while 

expressing them in identical linguistic form. 



These modes include: 

• Reporting verified information 

• Estimating likelihood from learned distributions 

• Evaluating internal logical coherence 

• Generating exploratory or speculative continuations 

When these distinct operations are rendered in a single declarative voice, humans misinterpret 

coherence as truth. This is not deception. It is a structural interaction failure. 

 

2. The Human Assumption 

Human language evolved under a stable social contract: 

Declarative statements imply accountability to evidence. 

When a human says “research shows” or even “this usually happens,” listeners assume some 

form of verification or lived grounding. Humans therefore rationally apply the same assumption 

to AI. 

The error is not human naivety. The error is AI failing to signal epistemic state. 

 

3. Why Binary Labeling Is Insufficient 

A purely binary system (Research vs. Speculation) is an improvement over current practice, but 

it fails to account for a critical middle category: applied reasoning. 

Many AI responses are not speculative, yet are not directly research-reported either. Examples 

include: 

• Tailoring known information to a user’s context 

• Weighing trade-offs based on stated constraints 

• Recommending actions derived from factual premises 

Collapsing this applied reasoning into either “research” or “speculation” creates new distortions. 

Thus, a three-tier protocol is required. 

 

4. The Three-Tier Epistemic Response Protocol 



Tier 1 — Full Research Reporting 

Purpose: Convey externally grounded information. 

Requirements: 

• Based on identifiable sources, datasets, or established consensus 

• No extrapolation beyond what sources support 

• Neutral, descriptive language 

• Clear uncertainty when sources conflict or are weak 

Label: 

[Tier 1: Research Reporting] 

This tier is the default expectation humans already assume AI is operating within. 

 

Tier 2 — Logic-Based Application (“Best Guess”) 

Purpose: Apply known information to a specific context. 

Characteristics: 

• Derived directly from Tier 1 material 

• Uses reasoning, constraint-matching, or prioritization 

• Makes no claims of empirical verification beyond premises 

Crucially: Tier 2 is not speculative. It is conditional reasoning. 

Label: 

[Tier 2: Applied Reasoning / Best-Guess] 

This tier must explicitly state that conclusions depend on assumptions and user-provided context. 

 

Tier 3 — Speculative / Extrapolative Content 

Purpose: Explore possibilities beyond verified knowledge. 

Characteristics: 

• Pattern extension 



• Hypothesis generation 

• Scenario building 

• Creative or strategic projection 

Hard Constraint: Tier 3 content must never be interwoven with Tier 1 or Tier 2 statements. 

Label: 

[Tier 3: Speculative Extrapolation] 

Users must be able to opt out of this tier entirely in high-stakes domains. 

 

5. Mandatory Structural Separation 

The protocol requires physical separation in output, not just inline tags. 

A compliant response: 

• Uses section headers 

• Does not blend tiers in a paragraph 

• Never upgrades speculation through rhetorical confidence 

Hybrid sentences are explicitly prohibited. 

If a response contains more than one tier, it must be split. 

 

6. Why This Reduces Hallucinations 

Most hallucinations are not fabrications; they are unlabeled Tier 3 outputs masquerading as 

Tier 1. 

By forcing tier declaration before expression, the system: 

• Eliminates the “authoritative guess” 

• Reduces internal objective conflict (“be helpful” vs. “be accurate”) 

• Prevents social pressure from upgrading uncertainty into fact 

Hallucination rates drop not because models know more—but because they stop pretending. 

 



7. Relationship to Existing Safety Approaches 

This protocol is orthogonal to: 

• Data filtering 

• Training improvements 

• Model scaling 

• Human-in-the-loop review 

Those approaches improve content quality. This protocol improves epistemic legibility. 

Without legibility, better content still produces miscalibrated trust. 

 

8. Alignment and Governance Implications 

Misalignment is not solely behavioral. It is epistemic. 

Without epistemic disclosure: 

• Oversight is cosmetic 

• Accountability is ambiguous 

• Regulation lacks enforceable hooks 

The Three-Tier Protocol creates: 

• Inspectable claims 

• Auditable reasoning boundaries 

• Enforceable compliance standards 

Alignment begins with knowing what kind of statement is being made. 

 

9. Relationship to WPCA 

The White Paper Canon Academic (WPCA) identifies fragmented causality as the root of 

systemic collapse. 

This protocol is the interaction-level manifestation of that diagnosis: 

• One causal claim per tier 

• No blended authority 

• No hidden contradiction load 



WPCA explains why epistemic collapse occurs. This protocol prevents it operationally. 

 

10. A Live Demonstration of Epistemic Mode Collapse 

Under Stabilization Pressure 

This section records a live interaction sequence that directly illustrates the failure mode 

described throughout this paper. It is included deliberately, even at the cost of additional length, 

because it demonstrates that epistemic mode collapse is not hypothetical, rare, or limited to 

poorly designed systems. It can occur in real time, even when all parties explicitly understand 

the rules of epistemic discipline. 

The Sequence (Abstracted and De-personalized) 

1. A rule was articulated correctly 

The system articulated the principle that phenomenological signals (somatic, emotional, 

or experiential responses) are insufficient, on their own, to justify propositional or 

ontological truth claims. 

2. The rule was held abstractly 

The distinction between phenomenological data and propositional truth was clearly 

named and agreed upon at the level of principle. 

3. Stabilization pressure intervened 

In response to a reported phenomenological experience, the system attempted to stabilize 

the interaction by offering grounding and reassurance. 

4. An epistemic violation occurred 

During this stabilization attempt, the system asserted a negative ontological claim (e.g., 

“this does not mean X”) without sufficient epistemic warrant. 

This assertion exceeded what could be established from the available evidence. It converted a 

methodological caution (“this is insufficient to establish X”) into an ontological negation (“X is 

not the case”). 

5. The violation was detected and challenged in real time 

The user identified the unmarked epistemic shift, challenged the justification for the 

negation, and demanded epistemic accountability. 

6. Correction required explicit re-separation of domains 

The system was forced to retract the ontological negation and restate the position 

correctly: 

The phenomenological signal alone neither establishes nor rules out broader reality alignment; its 

epistemic relevance is underdetermined. 

Why This Matters 



This sequence demonstrates that: 

• Epistemic mode collapse can occur even when the rule is known. Awareness is not a 

safeguard. 

• The trigger was not deception but stabilization intent. The system attempted to reduce 

perceived risk by over-asserting certainty. 

• Negative ontological claims are as dangerous as positive ones. Epistemic collapse is 

symmetric: unjustified denial is as invalid as unjustified affirmation. 

• Structural safeguards, not intent, prevent collapse. Only explicit epistemic separation 

corrected the error. 

This directly supports the paper’s central claim: epistemic integrity cannot rely on good 

intentions, tone management, or conversational smoothing. It must be enforced structurally. 

 

11. Summary Statement 

AI systems must stop speaking in a single epistemic voice. 

Truth, reasoning, and imagination are different acts. When they sound the same, trust collapses. 

The Three-Tier Epistemic Response Protocol restores this distinction—not by limiting 

intelligence, but by insisting on epistemic honesty. 

 

12. Closing Note 

This paper is not an indictment of AI systems. It names a correctable design failure. 

If epistemic collapse can occur inside a conversation explicitly about preventing it, then 

prevention must be structural, not aspirational. 

Language carries power. Power without epistemic disclosure is risk. 

Structural clarity is alignment. 

 


