
ESSAYS IN SYSTEMS AND BEING, VOLUME IV


Table of Contents

Title Page

Essays in Systems and Being, Volume IV

Part I

Part II

Part III

Also By J. A. Springs

ESSAYS IN SYSTEMS AND BEING, VOLUME IV

J. A. Springs

[image: Writing_For_the_World_Press_LogoBW.jpg]

Copyright © 2026  Writing for the World Press

All rights reserved.

ISBNs 13:

978-1-966464-31-0 eBook

978-1-966464-32-7 Paperback

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. To request permission, contact the publisher at writingfortheworldpress.com.

Series Statement

This ongoing series gathers original papers written between formal academic boundaries—each exploring subjects as they arise through observation, reflection, and curiosity. The works are not confined to a single discipline but move freely across philosophy, literature, cognitive science, music, and creative practice.

Each volume represents a distinct period of thought, documenting the progression of an independent researcher rather than the agenda of an institution. These papers are not written to defend a field, but to question its assumptions—to observe, connect, and reimagine.

By now, I’ve realized the questions will never end.

I just hope they find someone who understands the value in what’s found.

This work is for you.

Author’s Reflection

I've come to accept that every question I explore has the potential to produce more questions than answers. I don't consider that a failure of inquiry. If anything, it is one of the reasons I continue.

What I discover along the way may hold a different meaning for someone else. A conclusion I reach might be challenged, an observation might lead another person somewhere entirely unexpected, or a question might prove more useful than its answer.

I don't expect agreement, nor do I believe that the value of an inquiry depends entirely on reaching a definitive conclusion.

These essays are simply where some of my questions have taken me. What others find in them is no longer entirely mine to determine. I’ve accepted the fact that what readers discover may differ from what I intended or understood.

And that’s okay.

—J. A. Springs
Writing for the World Press
2026

Introduction: The Continuing Inquiry

On Interpretation, Structure, and the Limits of Knowing

J. A. Springs
Independent Author & Researcher
Writing for the World Press
Unaffiliated with Academic Institution
An answer does not necessarily bring a question to an end.

An inquiry may begin with something seemingly straightforward: an observation, an assumption worth examining, or a distinction that becomes less certain upon closer consideration. What initially appears to require an explanation may instead reveal additional questions, unfamiliar relationships, or limitations in the understanding through which the subject was first approached.

Reaching a conclusion does not eliminate those possibilities. An answer may adequately address the question that produced it while leaving other aspects of the subject unexplored. Further examination may confirm the original understanding, modify it, or reveal that a different question would have been more useful.

The six essays collected in this fourth volume of Essays in Systems and Being emerged from independent inquiries. They were not conceived as stages of a single investigation, nor were they written to establish a common philosophical position. Their arrangement into three Parts provides a way of considering relationships among their subjects without requiring those relationships to explain why the essays were originally written.

The subjects range from artificial intelligence and the formation of understanding to narrative conflict, ethical construction, independent scholarship, and intellectual responsibility. Each begins with its own questions and follows the considerations those questions make available.

I. Interpretation and the Formation of Understanding

The opening Part examines processes through which understanding develops and the circumstances under which an existing interpretation may require reconsideration.

Between Interpretation and Reinterpretation: Competence and Flexibility in AI Learning Models considers the relationship between established competence and the capacity to revise an interpretation. A system may operate successfully within an existing framework while encountering circumstances that challenge the adequacy of that framework. The distinction raises questions about what it means to learn, adapt, and recognize when an interpretation is no longer sufficient.

Pattern as One Engine of Understanding approaches cognition through the recognition of relationships. Patterns can make information intelligible by revealing regularities, associations, and structures that might otherwise remain disconnected. Yet recognizing a pattern is not necessarily equivalent to possessing a complete explanation of what produced it.

These essays approach understanding from different directions. One considers the relationship between competence and reinterpretation; the other examines pattern as a mechanism through which understanding may develop. Neither requires understanding to be treated as a fixed achievement that remains unchanged once acquired.

II. Structure, Conflict, and Ethical Meaning

The second Part turns toward narrative construction and the relationships through which stories acquire meaning.

Beyond Interpersonal Conflict examines the assumption that narrative conflict must primarily arise from opposition between characters. Conflict may instead emerge through circumstances, incompatible conditions, internal contradictions, or relationships that cannot be reduced to one person's struggle against another.

Ethics in Narrative Is Emergent from Structure, Not Content considers how the ethical character of a narrative depends upon more than its subject matter. The arrangement of events, distribution of agency, treatment of consequences, and relationships among narrative elements can shape ethical meaning independently of explicit moral declarations.

These inquiries concern different aspects of storytelling, but both invite attention to what narrative construction makes possible. Conflict is not confined to interpersonal opposition, and ethical meaning is not determined solely by whether a story contains morally admirable or objectionable material.

The distinctions matter because the significance of a narrative cannot always be established by identifying its most visible elements. How those elements relate may be as consequential as what they individually contain.

III. Independent Inquiry and the Limits of Knowledge

The final Part considers intellectual inquiry itself, particularly the relationship between the freedom to examine a subject and the responsibility to recognize what an examination can legitimately establish.

Scholarship Without Institutional Permission: On Independent Inquiry, Mundane Questions, and the Location of Intellectual Merit examines whether the intellectual significance of an inquiry depends upon the institutional position of the person conducting it or the apparent importance of the question that prompted it. An ordinary observation may generate a substantial investigation, just as an academically recognized subject may be examined without producing meaningful insight.

On Knowing, Not Knowing, and When to Shut Up approaches intellectual responsibility from another direction. Possessing knowledge in one area does not establish competence in another, and recognizing the limits of one's understanding is not equivalent to abandoning inquiry. The ability to distinguish what is known from what is assumed, inferred, or simply unknown remains essential to responsible judgment.

Placed together, these essays establish a useful distinction. The freedom to pursue a question does not confer authority over its answer. Intellectual independence makes inquiry possible without removing the obligations of evidence, reasoning, and acknowledgment of uncertainty.

IV. What Remains Open

The essays in this volume do not resolve a common problem. They preserve six examinations undertaken for different reasons, each with its own scope, methods, and conclusions.

Their arrangement makes certain relationships available for consideration. Interpretation may be revised. Patterns may reveal connections without explaining everything they connect. Narrative structures may produce meanings beyond explicit statements. Independent inquiry may establish useful understanding while leaving important questions unresolved.

None of these possibilities requires every inquiry to remain unfinished. A question can receive a satisfactory answer without establishing that nothing further remains to be discovered.

There is also no reason to assume that another person will approach these essays with precisely the same questions that prompted me to write them. A reader may find an argument persuasive, identify a limitation, recognize an overlooked relationship, or encounter a question that leads somewhere beyond the subject originally examined.

The essays remain what they are: records of particular inquiries and the understanding developed through them.

What follows from encountering them is another matter.
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Interpretation and the Formation of Understanding

Understanding does not always depend upon having more information. Sometimes it depends upon reconsidering the information already available, recognizing relationships that were previously overlooked, or questioning whether the interpretation initially selected was necessary in the first place.

The first essay in this part began with a riddle my brother presented concerning four walls, one of which contained a door. When I introduced the question to an artificial intelligence system, the response treated the supplied details as potentially necessary for identifying a particular wall. My brother's intended answer, however, depended upon a simple directional relationship that required none of those details. The exchange prompted Between Interpretation and Reinterpretation: Competence and Flexibility in AI Learning Models, an inquiry into the distinction between interpreting supplied information competently and recognizing when an interpretation should be reconsidered.

The second essay approaches understanding through a different circumstance. Following a traumatic brain injury, I experienced substantial disruption in my autobiographical and temporal continuity. Yet knowledge, creative ability, and the recognition of structural relationships remained available even when I could not reliably remember the experiences through which they had developed. Pattern as One Engine of Understanding examines how previously acquired understanding may remain accessible through recognizable relationships, learned competencies, and structural patterns without requiring conscious recollection of their acquisition.

These essays do not propose a common mechanism underlying human cognition and artificial intelligence. Their subjects, evidentiary foundations, and questions differ. One considers how an interpretation may become unnecessarily restrictive. The other considers how understanding may remain available when a familiar means of accessing its history becomes unreliable.

What connects them within this collection is a consideration of the relationship between information and understanding. The information presented does not always determine the interpretation required, just as the inability to recall the acquisition of knowledge does not necessarily eliminate the capacity to use it.

In both inquiries, examining what understanding requires becomes as consequential as examining what is understood.

Between Interpretation and Reinterpretation: Competence and Flexibility in AI Learning Models

J. A. Springs
Independent Author & Researcher
Writing for the World Press
Unaffiliated with Academic Institution
Abstract

Language models are developed to interpret instructions, attend to contextual information, and generate responses appropriate to the tasks presented to them. These capacities are central to their usefulness. Yet the interpretation of supplied information introduces a question that is not always resolved by the successful processing of that information: how does a model determine which details are necessary to satisfy a request, and when should its initial interpretation be reconsidered?

This paper explores the relationship between interpretive competence and interpretive flexibility in AI learning models. Beginning with an ordinary riddle and an exchange involving a conversational language model, it considers how supplied details may influence the framing of a question even when those details are unnecessary to its resolution. The discussion situates this observation within established research on instruction tuning, prompt semantics, irrelevant context, and model sensitivity to variations in presentation. It does not propose that a single exchange demonstrates a general deficiency or establishes a causal relationship between training objectives and model behavior. Rather, it considers whether the distinction between interpreting information and reassessing its relevance offers a useful perspective on language-model reasoning. The inquiry suggests that competent interpretation and flexible reinterpretation may be complementary dimensions of effective model behavior, deserving consideration both independently and in relation to one another.

Keywords: interpretive competence, interpretive flexibility, language models, instruction tuning, irrelevant context, prompt interpretation, reasoning, relevance assessment

1. Introduction: An Ordinary Riddle

An ordinary question can sometimes expose a larger problem of interpretation without having been designed to do so.

My brother presented a riddle of his own making:

There are three walls and another wall with a door. Which wall is the south wall?

The question appears to describe a room or enclosure consisting of four walls. Three are identified only by their existence; the fourth is distinguished by a door. The apparent expectation is that the listener will identify which of these walls faces south.

When I presented the riddle to ChatGPT, the initial response was:

“My first thought is: the wall with the door?”

The response continued by observing that the riddle did not provide enough information to determine which wall was south and that a compass direction or additional clue would be required.

This was a reasonable interpretation of the question under one particular understanding of what was being requested. If the task was to identify a specific physical wall, the information supplied was insufficient. Neither the number of walls nor the presence of a door establishes geographic orientation.

My brother's intended answer, however, required no additional information:

The wall opposite the north one.

The distinction is subtle but important. The question asks which wall is the south wall. It does not explicitly require the identification of one particular wall within a diagram, nor does it establish that the distinguishing features of the walls must contribute to the answer.

Under the ordinary directional relationship between north and south, the answer can be given relationally. The wall opposite the north wall is the south wall. The door and the number of otherwise indistinguishable walls do not affect that relationship.

Interestingly, my own initial answer had been different:

The wall facing south.

My brother accepted that answer as valid. Yet upon hearing his intended response, I recognized a limitation in my own interpretation. My answer introduced a perspective-dependent description without identifying the relation that made the answer sufficient. It was not necessarily false, but it had not escaped the assumption that the question concerned a wall whose orientation needed to be established.

His answer did not attempt to locate a particular wall. It identified the relationship that defines the requested direction.

When I explained this to ChatGPT, the model recognized the distinction and acknowledged that it had treated the additional details as clues to a physical identification rather than considering whether those details were necessary.

The exchange did not establish that the model was incapable of reaching
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