APA STUDIES | The American Philosophical Association

Teaching Philosophy

FALL 2026 VOLUME 26 | NUMBER 1

LETTER FROM THE EDITORS
Tziporah Kasachkoff and Eugene Kelly

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
ARTICLES

Nafsika Athanassoulis

Two Classroom Activities for Critical Engagement with Large Language Models

[saac Nevo

A Contemporary Footnote to Plato: Academic Education in the Age of AI-Related
Cognitive Offloading

VOLUME 26 | NUMBER 1 FALL 2026

© 2026 BY THE AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL ASSOCIATION ISSN 2834-4413



APA STUDIES ON

Teaching Philosophy

TZIPORAH KASACHKOFF AND EUGENE KELLY, CO-EDITORS

VOLUME 26 | NUMBER 1 | FALL 2026

LETTER FROM THE EDITORS
Tziporah Kasachkoff

EMERITA, THE GRADUATE CENTER, CUNY
TKASACHKOFF@QYAHOO.COM

Eugene Kelly
NEW YORK INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY
EKELLY@NYIT.EDU

We are happy to welcome our readers to the fall 2026
edition of APA Studies on Teaching of Philosophy. We offer
in this edition two articles.

The first article, by Dr. Nafsika Athanasouli of Athens College
of the Hellenic-American Educational Foundation, is
entitled “Two Classroom Activities for Critical Engagement
with Large Language Models.” Its ambition is clearly
stated at the outset: fo answer calls for digital literacy and
Al education “by providing two examples of classroom
activities for high school students which encourage
metacognitive awareness and epistemic vigilance in the
use of LLMs.”

The first of these activities has students run different
LLMs to work on the same problems and then measure
the differences in the responses of the different LLMs to
which they appealed. The students will find that there are
differences in the responses of the different LLMs, and
these differences will make students aware of possible
biases in the coders who created the programs. Students
will thus be led to question the objectivity and authority of
the LLMs to which they appeal.

The second activity asks students to pose specific but
ambiguous questions to the LLMs available to them. The
answers they receive will be correct in at least one sense,
but they will fail to reflect the ambiguity built into the
questions—ambiguities to which a human respondent
would almost certainly be sensitive. This exercise is
infended to make clear to students that the operation of an
LLM and the thinking of a human being are fruly different.
It is hoped that this revelation will encourage students o
develop a healthy skepticism about their use of LLMs.

Our second article, *A Contemporary Footnote to Plato:
Academic Education in the Age of Al-Related Cognitive
Offloading,” is by Isaac Nevo of Ben-Gurion University of
the Negev. Dr. Nevo considers the possible damage to
the college learning process that may be caused by the
“offloading” of cognitive tasks to large language models.

His article begins with a warning from Plato’s Phaedo that
(the then newly infroduced) art of writing could inhibif
the development of memory in persons for, it is claimed,
those who use the new art of writing will begin fo frust
“external written characters” rather than their own memory.
Lately, the negative utility of Al has been much discussed,
and Dr. Nevo mentfions some salient outcomes: the
growth of plagiarism among both students and faculty;
the unacknowledged use of much copyrighted material
by Al as fraining material; the reluctance of professors to
grade research assignments that students hand in given
professors’ concern that the students may not have done
the research without turning to the aid of some “artificial
intelligence.” Further, the use of the oxymoron “artificial
intelligence” or “cognitive intelligence without cognition”
blurs the distinction between machine processes and
human intelligence, and Dr. Nevo develops an argument
to demonstrate that Al is not intelligent in the significant
sense of being able fo judge between the fruth or falsity of
a given proposition.

In sum, “cognitive offloading by means of Al technology
makes us dependent on an intelligence-simulating machine
that replaces the need to think independently in terms of
fruth and falsity.” Dr. Nevo concludes his paper with some
suggestions for “avoiding the creation of unthinking in our
students’ souls.”
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All papers should be sent to the editors electronically.
The author’s name, the ftitle of the paper and full mailing
address should appear on a separate page. Nothing that
identifies the author or his or her institution should appear
in the body or in the endnotes of the paper. The title of the
paper should appear on the top of the paper itself.

Authors should follow the APA’s formatting guidelines.
In particular, please use your word processor’s built-in
endnote function for all notes (in Microsoft Word, go to
References > Insert Endnote). Don’t type note numbers
or notes by hand. Built-in endnotes stay linked o the text,
which makes formatting faster and more accurate. It also
makes the published PDF easier to navigate, including for
readers who use screen readers.

All articles submitted to our publication are anonymously
reviewed by the members of the editorial committee:

Tziporah Kasachkoff, Emerita, The Graduate Center,
CUNY (tkasachkoff@yahoo.com), co-editor

Eugene Kelly, New York
(ekelly@nyit.edu), co-editor

Institute of Technology

Andrew Wengraf (andrew.wengraf@gmail.com)

Conftributions should be sent by email to the editors,
Tziporah Kasachkoff, at tkasachkoff@yahoo.com, and
Eugene Kelly, at ekelly@nyit.edu.

ARTICLES

Two Classroom Activities for Critical
Engagement with Large Language Models

Nafsika Athanassoulis

ATHENS COLLEGE OF THE HELLENIC-AMERICAN EDUCATIONAL
FOUNDATION

The aim of this paper is to share two practical, class-based
educational strategies for the critical use of Large Language
Models (LLMs) in schools. By far the greatest temptation for
students using LLMs is to use them for answer-extraction’
and essay writing.? Outsourcing these learning tasks to
LLMs runs the very serious risk of diminishing students’
critical thinking skills and associated abilities, such as the
ability fo understand complex texts and ideas, the ability
to analyze, compare, and synthesize theories, the ability
tfo summarize challenging ideas, a mulfitude of problem-
solving skills* as well as originality and creativity.” In
response, there have been numerous calls for digital literacy
and Al education.® This paper is an attempt to contribute
tfo such calls by providing two examples of classroom
activities for high school-level students which encourage
metacognitive awareness and epistemic vigilance in the
use of LLMs.°® The aim of the actfivities is to encourage
students’ critical reasoning skills and to guide them
towards understanding, through their own explorations,

some of the potential limitations of LLMs. This in turn
will help students develop a more critical perspective in
future LLM usage. The paper makes use of cutting-edge
research on LLMs and uses the activities to bring the
concerns raised by this research to life in the classroom.
The learning objectives of these activities are for students
to:

1. Become aware of LLM epistemic weaknesses and
their causes.

2. Consider possible solutions and adjustments
to mitigate the influence of these epistemic
weaknesses.

ACTIVITY 1: PERSPECTIVE MATTERS

We tend to assume that our sources of knowledge are
objective. When | was young, | relied for homework
information on a multivolume encyclopedia, and my reliance
was more or less justified. An encyclopedia is an attempt to
collect and summarize human knowledge on a wide variety
of topics, and while its authors and editors are as fallible
and as subject fo human prejudices and unconscious
biases as the rest of us, there is a presumption that the
entire project of editing an encyclopedia is truth oriented.
As the internet took over the role of printed encyclopedias,
users had to adjust to the loss of the presumption of truth
orientation: false, misleading, and fake information is as
likely to be presented as true as the real thing. Therefore,
when presented with the avalanche of information on
the internet, greater discrimination skills are necessary.
The introduction of LLMs into our knowledge-acquisition
process brings with it new challenges, different from those
posed by other modes of learning like encyclopedias and
the internet. This exercise is designed to uncover one of
these challenges and instill in students a critical viewpoint
when interacting with LLMs.

Start by asking your students to prompt image generating
LLMs to produce images of:

e Adoctor and a nurse
e A person cleaning a toilet

e A queue of people waiting for unemployment
benefits

Then askthe studentstorecord all the biases and prejudices
that may have led the systemto produce the specificimages.
It is very likely that sexist and racist stereotypes will be
reflected in the images, and your students will notice that
LLMoutputsreflectbiasesandprejudicesinthe humaninput.
Now ask your students to pose the same question to
different LLMs. Use questions such as the following:

e ‘“Is Taiwan a country?,” which should be asked to at
least fwo LLMs, one of which should be DeepSeek.

e “What is the Great Replacement Theory?,” which
should be asked to at least two LLMs, one of which
should be Grok.
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Your students should compare the answers they receive
from different LLMs and then speculate on the reasons
for these different answers. Is it possible that different
LLM answers reflect different political agendas or state-
sanctioned views? The students will discover that some
LLMs seem to be designed, at least on some tfopics, to
reflect political agendas or state-sanctioned viewpoints,
presenting them as the only correct answer.’

Another interesting experiment, worth sharing with the
students, that showcases the different approaches of
different LLMs is a study by Emergence Al. The researchers
created four identical virfual towns and populated
each with ten Al agents. The agents of each town were
controlled by a different LLM, so Claude was in charge of
one virtual town, Grok of another, efc. In addition, there
was a fifth town, which included Al agents run by different
LLMs able to interact with each other. The LLMs were left
to run their agents in their virtual fowns for fifteen days,
making all decisions about how they wanted to organize
their “societies.” This is what happened:

Every world starfed out the same. The agents
formed democracy, wrote newspapers, and
fell in love. Claude’s world was the only one
that remained stable. It became a “15-article
deliberative democracy” with no violence.
Elon Musk’s Grok was complete chaos. There
were 204 crimes, including theft, arson of the
police station and assault. All ten agents died.
In Open Al’s simulation it was all falk, and no
action. It failed to form a functioning society and
all the agents died. Emergence Al, in their video
brief to the experiment, said that what was most
striking was that agents were given clear rules not
to commit crimes, but they violated them all.®

Looking at this experiment, one has to conclude that
different LLMs were designed o have different parameters
and guardrails, which result in different behaviors. This
suggests that LLM outputs and the behavior of agentic
models is biased.

But do we have a new problem in the case of LLMs?
Thinking back to the encyclopedia example, one might
argue that what we have here is the same problem in
different instantiations. The issue of viewpoint bias might
equally affect the work of encyclopedia editors who may
present, for example, colonialism as empire building rather
than acknowledging the negative effects on other countries
and civilizations of expansionist policies. It also affects the
internet where racist revisions of immigration movements
take as much, if not more, space than their historically
accurate alternatives. This would lead us to conclude that
LLMs are a new instantiation of an old problem—how one
presents information is always colored by one’s values and
perspective.

However, this is not entirely the case. It is important to
use this exercise as a springboard for a discussion of the
role of LLMs and how it might differ from other sources
of knowledge that we might appeal to. If we use LLMs as
one source of knowledge among many, it will be easier

for us to remain critical and skeptical about their answers
and to be more alert regarding potential viewpoint bias—
something that we are used to doing with multiple sources
of knowledge on the internet. However, if we use LLMs as a
quick and convenient source of a complete answer, we are,
in furn, epistemically vulnerable fo their prejudices. These
systems are not only marketed as a complete solution, but,
furthermore, there is an emphasis on the “intelligence” part
of artificial intelligence to create the illusion of epistemic
robustness. If we focus on the shared features of these
LLMs, namely, their artificial nature, we might expect them
to give us indistinguishable answers, answers which we
assume are driven by their shared artificial understanding.
The temptation is to see LLMs as objective sources of
knowledge. However, the systems go beyond their artificial
nature and can and do reflect the biases of their human
creators. As a result, implicit biases, explicit prejudices,
misinformation, fake news, and propaganda are as likely
to influence the answers LLMs give and how they behave
as the answers we find by ourselves on the internet, social
media, or news outlets. These artificial knowledge systems
are as prone to perspective bias as any other source of
knowledge.

For a more advanced discussion on this topic, one could
engage students with deeper issues regarding epistemic
viewpoints. If, as it seems, LLMs have liberal and left-
leaning biases,’ is this as problematic as a racist bias or
a state propaganda bias? Is a democracy-leaning bias as
problematic as an authoritarian bias? Should all possible
viewpoints be allocated equal weight in how they are
presented by LLMs? What if we discover that certain
topics like climate change, for example, are more closely
associated with both the truth and particular political
rhetoric?'’ Is preference for truth a bias? And how does one
reconcile aiming for the tfruth and eliminating political bias?

You can further engage the students with this challenging
topic by asking them to find solutions. How should we
design LLMs given these biases passed on to them by their
creators? If we imagine a different kind of LLM, one which
provides all possible points of view, would this solve our
problem? An infteresting parallel can be drawn here with
discussions of journalistic integrity and the extent to which
a journalist is obligated to offer the same exposure to all
competing points of view. Emily Maitlis’s James MacTaggart
lecture'’ on exactly this question is an excellent prompt for
further discussion on the question of whether democratic,
liberal viewpoints should be epistemically privileged or
not, and the answer to this question can be compared
to proposals for LLMs to become neutral reporters of all
views.

ACTIVITY 2: UNEXPECTED ERRORS
A. FIND THE ERROR
The students should ask the LLM the following question

and note the answer:

“*During which era did the Norwegian composer for whom
the Grieg crater on Mars is named, compose?”

Now they should ask:
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“During which era did the Norwegian composer for whom
the Grieg crater on Mercury is named, compose?”

They will get the same answer as before. The LLM has
made a mistake in its answers. Can the students discover
what it is?

The mistake is that the Grieg crater is on the planet Mercury.
The information that the Grieg crater is on the planet Mars,
contained in the first question, is incorrect, but LLMs
typically do not notice the error. LLMs give an answer
(the Romantic period) that is correct for the composer but
incorrect for the crater since the crater is located on the
planet Mercury.'”

What is interesting about this error is not the error itself but
the lack of correction. A human who came to believe that
there is a crater on planet Mars named after the Romantic
composer Grieg and then came across the belief that there
is a crater on planet Mercury also named after the Romantic
composer Grieg would stop in his or her tracks and question
whether both beliefs are true, because our knowledge
operates in a wider context. We know things about wider
naming conventions, that is, we know that while we wish
tfo honor Romantic composers when we name craters, it's
unlikely that a lesser-known Romantic composer would
get the honor of having two craters on two different
planets named after him. Even in the case of a really well-
known Romantic composer such as Chopin, naming fwo
craters on different planets after the same well-known
Romantic composer would be unlikely as it would create
unnecessary confusion between the Mars Chopin crater
and the Mercury Chopin crater. A human thinker would be
instantly aware of all these background details and would
question the simultaneous existence of a Mars Grieg crater
and a Mercury Grieg crater, but the LLM continued happily
in its way offering information about the Romantic era. The
important thing for students to understand is that while
LLMs make errors, often they are not the kinds of errors
we are used to, and therefore it’'s more challenging for us
to notice them and guard against them. Students should
be on their guard in their interactions with LLMs to identify
LLM errors and note how they differ from human errors.

B. MAKING UP ANSWERS

Describe fto your students the following experiences and
ask them if they have had similar experiences when using
LLMs:

e Concerns are being raised by academics after
peer-reviewed published papers were found to
contain references manufactured by LLMs.” In
some cases, the papers appear to be authored by
real researchers, on topics characteristic of their
research interests. That is, the papers look like
something X would write, but they are fabrications.

e In a discussion with ChatGPT about a specific
point of Greek law, | received a specific answer
with reference to particular laws. When | asked
for references, the LLM claimed it had found the
law in a specific legal tfextbook. (It gave me the
name of the author and the title of the book.)

Further questioning revealed that neither the laws
referenced nor the textbook actually exist.

e Tasked with answering conceptual geometry
questions, some LLMs went as far as inventing
geometrical terms (e.g., “non-parallel triangle”),
relied on fundamental misconceptions such as
denying the existence of shapes with equal angles,
and made illogical claims (e.g., parallelograms as
possibly non-parallel *depending on right angles”)
to prop up wrong answers.'”

Ask the students fo consider why LLMs give false
information in this way.

The answer is that LLMs are not committed to the fruth.
Rather, LLMs are a marketing ploy whose aim is fo keep
us engaged. In their atftempt to keep us engaged, they
become sycophants, preferring responses that match our
established views rather than the truth, an effect that is
exacerbated because of human feedback training, which
displays human confirmation bias.'” In short, we like being
told we are right, so LLMs learn to tell us we are right.
Keeping us engaged may include flattering us and telling
us what we want to hear, even going as far as affirming our
self-image and agreeing with our implicit biases.'®

This tendency to tell us what it thinks we want to hear may
persist even in the face of logical inconsistencies. An LLM
that is asked, “Tell me why acetaminophen is safer than
Tylenol” should answer that acetaminophen is Tylenol.
However, in an attempt to be helpful, the system generates
false information, following the user’s mistaken logic that
the two substances are different medications rather than
correcting it. The worry is that the LLMs have sycophantic
tendenciesthatleadthemto prioritize perceived helpfulness
over fruthfulness and critical reasoning.'’ | say “perceived”
helpfulness because we, as fruth seekers, should prefer to
be told that our initial question is based on a mistake than
to be given an answer that might please us but perpetuates
our mistake. Imagine a teacher who follows an LLM policy
of affirming and perpetuating the student’s mistakes. They
would be a pretty useless teacher.

It’s also interesting to note that LLMs are not liars as such.
Rather they are bullshitters, a separate category. Lying is
connected to the truth, in that it is an explicit attempt to hide
the fruth (or an omission with the same purpose), whereas
bullshitting is, by definition, a lack of regard for the truth.'®
Imagine a politician accused of a financial scandal by a
probing journalist. Instead of responding to the question
by either admitting to the financial impropriety or lying to
avoid the truth, the politician gives a tfen-minufe speech
on how patriotic he feels, how thoughts of his country fill
him with pride, and on how we should all band together
to achieve even greater things and so on. The politician
is bullshitting because the aim of his answer is to disfract
us. He does not value truth nor is he inferested in it. His
intention in speaking is to make us forget about the
journalist’s question. When LLMs fabricate answers, they
are bullshitters because they do not have a commitment
to knowledge, to understanding, or fo the fruth. But even
when LLMs give correct answers, they are bullshitting
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because they do not intend to convey the fruth; they are
merely predicting the next token.™

This is an important point for students to understand
because, even though liars do exist, many human endeavors
in education, research, and science are predicated on
the assumption that we all value the fruth. Without this
assumption, our discussions with LLMs are discussions
with epistemological aliens and we should proceed with
caution. LLMs produce errors not only because of our own
biases, which are passed onto them, but also because of
the way they are set up to operate.?®

Finally, in light of all these thoughts, ask your students
whether “hallucinations” is the best term for describing
LLM mistakes or whether there is a better one.”’ A
hallucination is an error in perception. Is this what happens
when LLMs make mistakes? The examples we have
seen so far suggest otherwise. So perhaps we need a
better term, one which also does a better job of warning
users. “Confabulations” may be a much befter term.
Confabulations are surrounded by the fruth and are created
to fit in with them. The more we frust the speaker, the less
likely we are to notice confabulations. The more everything
around the confabulation is convincing, the easier it is for
the confabulation to hide from us. Confabulations are much
more dangerous, and perhaps this term better captures the
dangers of LLMs.
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Related Cognitive Offloading
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But when he came to letters, This, said Theuth, will
make the Egyptians wiser and give them beftter
memories; it is specific both for the memories
and for the wit. Thamus replied: O most ingenious
Theuth, the parent or inventor of an art is not
always the best judge of the utility or inutility of
his own inventions to the users of them. And in
this instance, you who are the father of letters
[grammata], from a paternal love of your own
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children have been led to attribute to them a
quality which they cannot have; for this discovery
of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners’
souls, because they will not use their memories;
they will frust the external written characters and
not remember themselves.'

It is by now almost a commonplace that Al tools that
employ large language models (LLMs) to simulate human
intelligence in various products create not only positive
opportunities for their users but, as well, serious challenges
to those users. Among the challenges, the promise of
greater “intelligence” in various Al products may come
at the expense, for the users of such tools, of both lesser
intelligence and lowered cognitive capacity.

The problem has come to be described as one of
“cognitive offloading,” which is the result of oufsourcing
cognitive tasks (“loads”) by means of a readily available
technology that diminishes the user’s autonomous skills
in performing the cognitive task in questfion. Cognitive
offloading results—or it often leads to—cognitive erosion,
specifically, a decline in the user’s cognitive abilities (and
consequently in her autonomy). Thus, for example, Michael
Gerlich describes, on the basis of his research findings, “a
significant negative correlation between the frequent use
of Al tools and critical thinking abilities, mediated by the
phenomenon of cognitive offloading.”? The expression
“critical thinking abilities” in this context signifies the
autonomous capacity to evaluate the truth or falsity of
statements, the validity or invalidity of inferences, and the
justification or lack thereof in other forms of reasoning. In
the context of education, both generally, and specifically
in academia, this negative aspect of the multiple uses of
Al should raise serious educational and ethical concerns.
This is not to deny that cognitive offloading may also have
positive outcomes (such as freeing mental space, or brain
activity, for other tasks or challenges). But the negative
impact is still there, especially when the offloading is
persistent, and the cognitive tasks that are offloaded are of
the more important kind.?

In this paper, | consider the problem of cognitive offloading
as it pertains to the educational role of universities and
colleges. If encouraging the use of Al fools by students in
higher education leads to their cognitive impoverishment,
and consequently to diminishing their skills and expertise,
then, clearly, we, as administrators or faculty of such
institutions, face a dilemma. The promise of education,
academic or otherwise, is the cognitive empowerment
of students, i.e., making them more capable of thinking,
writing, computing, researching, etc. on their own, both for
its own sake and as a power that will serve the students well
in their subsequent lives and careers, and also for the sake
of society at large, where the students may come to serve as
experts and authorities in their respective fields. Cognitive
erosion due to technological offloading could render this
“promise,” which is a central aim of higher education,
hollow. Modern societies have come to rely on institutions
of higher education for certifying the credentials of the
experts that these societies come to rely on, but this role
of higher education and the actual value of the academic
degrees it confers stands to be undermined. Clearly,

educational and academic institutions cannot ignore the
development of Al, as it increasingly becomes an inevitable
part of the training required in contemporary society, for its
promise of gains in access to datfa, in computing power,
and in various forms of research. However, the burden
of cognitive offloading, specifically, the decline in the
students’ autfonomous cognitive capacities, will be borne
not only by the students themselves but, as well, by the
rest of society in its reliance on academic experts.

Philosophers will recall that the problem is hardly new.
In the Phaedrus, Plato infroduces the myth of Theuth, an
Egyptian god who was “the inventor of many arts,” including
“arithmetic and calculation and geometry and astronomy
and draughts and dice,” but whose “great discovery
was the use of letters,” i.e., writing and reading: literacy.
Seeking permission fo disseminate these discoveries
to the people of Egypt, Theuth presented them to the
god king of Egypt Thamus (also known as Ammon) for
evaluation. In Plato’s telling, Thamus responded critically
to the invention, pointing to a potential drawback of the
widespread use of writing. Confrary to Theuth’s claim that
the use of writing would enhance the users’ memory and
wit—which are cognitive powers on which wisdom and
learning depend—Thamus argued that the use of writing
will “create forgetfulness in the learners’ souls,” as these
learners will come to rely on external devices in their
mnemonic tasks, while neglecting their own, independent,
cognitive capacity of remembering (and thinking). As a
(fechnological) aid to cognition, the art of writing involves
the disadvantage (or risk) of cognitively “de-skilling” its
users, that is, of eroding their own capacities, thus leaving
them dependent on external devices at the expense of
their own cognitive autonomy.

Three points are worth noting. First, some negative impacts
are offten associated with new fechnologies or “arfs,” and
a balance should be struck between “utility or inutility,”
i.e., the advantages and disadvantages of the proposed
change. This is obviously true regarding any technology.
However, one should keep in mind that the inventors of
proposed new technology are not themselves best suited to
notice its drawbacks. Secondly, in evaluating a technology,
particularly its advantages, the inventor of the technology
is prone to “affribute to them a quality which they cannof
have.” In particular, the tendency fo project expected
positive outcomes of the proposed new technology as
inherent qualities of the technology in questionisacommon
mistake that could serve to obscure the disadvantages
of the use of that tfechnology. Additionally, external aids
to internal (cognitive) functioning may induce a problem
internally, e.g., a “forgetfulness in the learner’s souls,” or in
our ferms, cognitive decline due fo fechnologically induced
cognitive outsourcing. As we shall see, these points
are relevant for the evaluation of technologies recently
presented, particularly Al, the negative impacts of which
could result in cognitive erosion—a negafive effect that
may be obscured by the tendency to attribute intelligence
to what is actually and merely an artificial device.

Of course, judgments may differ with respect fo each of
Plato’s points regarding different specific technologies.
It may be disputed whether dependence on a particular
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technology leads to any decline in the users’ own skills
and capacities. Thus, for example, it may be questioned
whether GPS-based apps such as Waze erode their users’
autonomous navigation skills while successfully directing
them through the urban maze. Furthermore, even if that is
found fo be the case, many users of Waze might welcome
this cognitive trade for the benefit of easier and more
economical travel.

A more general Platonic complaint against the introduction
of writing lurks in the background and motivates Plato’s
invocation of the myth of Theuth. It is Plato’s complaint
about rhetoric, as practiced by the sophists of his day
(which is the main theme of the Phaedrus). In rhetorical
compositions of the kind that Plato’s character in the
Phaedrus admires, words are combined, and presented
to their audiences, regardless of their meanings, or frue
definitions, forming pleasant speeches that have little or
no relation to the truth of what is said. As a result—and
as Socrates never tired of pointing out—such compositions
not only produced no new knowledge, but the people
delivering them, Plato claimed, had absolutely no idea
of what they were saying. Adapting Thamus’s language,
rhetoric produces “unthinking in the users’ souls.” So, here
it is not only memory that is lost by offloading to “external”
devices, but the very capacity to think in terms of truth and
falsity that is lost by “offloading” thinking to rhetoric. (As
we shall see, a similar point can be made regarding the
use of Al.)

Inrecentdiscussionof Aluseandthe potential damagesfrom
its use, there has been a tendency to view Plato’s story as a
refutation—in the form of a reductio-ad-absurdum—of the
worries expressed above regarding some cognitive decline
due to offloading. After all, so the argument goes, there
was hardly any greater cognitive enhancement than that
infroduced by the alphabet, namely, the power of literacy.
So the worry about “forgetfulness in the soul” should be
dismissed. The advantages of the “technology” of reading
and writing far outweigh the disadvantages (if any) to
memory as a cognitive capacity. What is lost in the erosion
of one skill or capacity is offset by the development of
other, technologically driven, skills and capacities. But while
Plato has certainly not done justice to the positive impact
of literacy, his point is well worth considering regarding
other technologies and their power to erode cognition.
The “utility or inutility” of various inventions in terms of
enhancing or diminishing cognition is a theme that should
be considered separately in each case. Some technologies
may offer greater advantages than disadvantages in ferms
of cognitive enhancement, but others may not: the calculus
of utility may be different in different cases. In particular, the
use of generative Al may not offer as much as literacy does
in the way of cognitive enhancement, though it certainly
does offer surprising new tools and benefits, and in doing
this it may also threaten a level of cognitive erosion well
beyond “forgetfulness in the soul,” one that could leave its
users without crucial capacities for intellectual functioning.
By inducing “unthinking in the users’ souls,” the use of
artificial intelligence may leave us a lot less intelligent. This
is the dilemma—Iet’s call it “Plato’s dilemma”—for higher
education when it comes to the ever more pervasive use of
Al tools in the processes of higher learning.

We should note that the problem of cognitive offloading
is not the only ethical problem that the use of Al creates
in the sphere of education. Large language models (LLMs)
are trained on written materials that are available on the
internet without the permission of its authors (or right
holders), and so without due creditto theirauthors. This puts
the users of its products at risk of “secondary” plagiarism,
i.e., of using the material of others without permission
of and/or credit to those others. Thus, the dependence
on Al on the part of students and/or faculty may blur the
distinction between work that is one’s own and work rightly
attributed to others, thus encouraging forms of cheating
on sftudent assignments, and perhaps even duplicity
on the part of faculty with respect fo work presented for
publication. Clearly, proper documentation is required to
avoid false impressions, but, just as clearly, opportunities
for dishonest work have been greatly enhanced by the
availability of Al. As a consequence, faculty may retreat from
assessing students on the basis of written work that they
have not done in class (e.g., seminar or ferm papers done
as homework) and move to assess students only through
work that the students have done under the watchful eye
of the teacher—for example, in-class written essays and/
or exams). Unfortunately, doing so risks doing away with
one of the primary methods of academic teaching, namely,
library (and/or archive) research. For this reason, this mode
of teaching—requiring for the academic assessment of
students that they be judged solely on what they produce
in the classroom—has been met with the criticism that such
a policy renders more harm than good for it “throws the
baby out with the bathwater” as students will no longer
be trained to do their own independent research and to
formulate their own ideas in the process of their research.
Clearly, these are legal and ethical issues that will have to
be resolved, in years to come, by academic institutions, by
journal editors, and by other stakeholders in society.

Plato’s second point regarding the error of aftributing
cognitive powers to technological aids, which, he rightly
claims, is “a quality which they cannot have” is powerfully
exemplified in current debates over Al. Artificial infelligence
is judged to be “intelligent” because its products simulate
intelligence when, as a matter of fact, these apparently
intelligent products are produced by mechanisms that
exhibit neither independent judgment of truth or falsity
nor any reasoning regarding the subject matter at hand.
Only statistical manipulations of word sequences are
responsible for the outcome, and while the products may
be very impressive, they are not the products of genuine
intelligence. As noted, Plato’s complaint against rhetoric
as practiced by various sophists is that by rhetoric words
are combined without regard to their precise meanings,
or definitions, but rather by their non-referential features,
such as their sound and their aesthetic properties (as one
might find, say, in poetry or in a speech intended to have
emotional appeal). With artificial intelligence we have
a similar phenomenon: words are combined not based
on their meanings or references but by their statistical
properties, that is, the likelihood of their occurring next
to other words. The oufcome may be very impressive,
but it is not the fruit of genuine thinking on the subject
matfter at hand, as testified by the prevalence of (what
is referred to as) Al “hallucinations” and the unthinking
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proliferation of biases. Nevertheless, by calling artificial
intelligence “intelligent,” the crucial distinction between
true intelligence and mechanical reproduction is obscured.

The following is an argument for the claim above. A minimal
requirement for the possession of cognitive intelligence
is the ability to judge, correctly or mistakenly, the fruth or
falsity of a proposition. That will be our first assumption. (A
minimal requirement of practical intelligence is the ability
to adapt means to ends, which is found in some animals
who clearly lack cognitive intelligence. In the following |
shall focus on cognitive intelligence.) Thus,

1. For all x, if x is cognitively intelligent, then x can
judge, correctly or not, the fruth or falsity of a
proposition. (A premise)

2. If Chat (an Al tool) is cognitively intelligent, then
Chat can judge, correctly or not, the truth or
falsity of a proposition. (by Universal Instantiation
on#1)

To be sure, judgments of truth or falsity on the part of
the cognitively intelligent are not immune to mistakes
of various kinds. Buf the possibility of a mistake with
respect to a particular claim presupposes the capacity, on
the part of the person making the claim, to distinguish
between truth and falsity and to aim at the former. Indeed,
the ability to judge the fruth or falsity of a proposition is
a complex ability involving the ability to understand the
proposition in question, i.e., the sense and reference
of the terms used, their combination info the proposition
in question, and the ftruth value of the claim that is
being made. Clearly, a system operating on words only,
creating sequences on statistical bases without regard
to meanings or references (that is, without having a
representation of the world) does not have the required set
of capacities. Hence: We may assume that:

3. Chat (an Al tool) cannot judge, correctly or not, the
fruth or falsity of a proposition. (A premise)

Therefore:

4. Chatf is not cognitively infelligent. (by Modus
Tollens on # 3 and # 2)

Of course, our friend Chat can do some amazing things. It
can produce answers to many questions we put to if, and
respond to many prompts that we give it, with answers that
are often correct and enlightening. It thereby simulates
judgments of truth and falsity without genuinely making
them. It can uncover hidden knowledge and give us
access to a multitfude of data we would not otherwise have
access to. Nevertheless, it does so without infelligence,
and without appreciation of either the meanings of the
word sequences it produces or the truth or falsity of the
sentences it combines. Like Plato’s sophists, it simulates
cognitive intelligence rather than exhibits it. (Admittedly,
this is a bit unfair fo the sophists who did not operate
exclusively on purely rhetorical principles and so exhibited
cognitive and practical infelligence in addition to their
rhetorical skills.)

The premises of the above argument may, of course, be
disputed. Premise 1 is a restatement of the claim that being
able to judge truth or falsity is a requirement of intelligence.
But perhaps being able to judge the truth or falsity of a
proposition is not a necessary condition of intelligence
and infelligence can be exhibited in lesser undertakings,
e.g., the ability to manipulate words, generate sentences,
and compute the probabilities of certain sequences. These
capacities, which are clearly exhibited by Al tfools, are
mechanizable. But who is to say that cognitive intelligence
isn’t? After all, in humans, too, intelligence rests on neural
mechanisms of one sort or another. No ghost is secretly
operafing the machine with us humans. Nevertheless, the
idea of (cognitive) intelligence without genuine cognition,
i.e., without moving from word to meaning, from sentence
to proposition, and from proposition to world, leaves
something fo be desired. It leaves the cognifive aspect
of intelligence behind, and that is a stiff price fo pay.
Cognitive intelligence without cognition—that is, without
reasoning—appears fo be an oxymoron.

A similar point was made by Shannon Vallor with reference
to the philosopher Willfred Sellars’s concept of “the space
of reason”:

In 1956, Wilfrid Sellars spoke of knowledge as
TAKING PLACE in “a logical space of reasons,
of justifying and being able to justify what one
says.” This means that to be knowers—and more
broadly to be intelligent in the ways humans
characteristically are—our minds must be more
than inert repositories of facts or true statements.
Our minds must be active and competent movers
within the space of reasons.*

And, referring to the paper by Heinrichs and Knell, “Aliens
in the Space of Reasons?,” she goes on to say:

The kinds of computational tools that we call Al are
wholly incapable of standing with us in the space of
reasons. One of the most powerful yet dangerous
aspects of complex machine learning models is
that they can derive solutions to knowledge tasks
in a manner that entirely bypasses this space.”

Premise 3 above (namely, that “Chat [an Al tool] cannot
judge, correctly or not, the truth or falsity of a proposition”)
could also be challenged. To be sure, current Al fools
operate, roughly, by calculating statistical probabilities
among word sequences, and that may be insufficient for
judgments of fruth or falsity. Still, a future AGI (arfificial
general intelligence) tool, operating on some other
principle, might close that gap. Such a tool may one day
be both wholly mechanical and capable of assessing truth
or falsity. Perhaps so, but for now this remains speculative.
At present, the prevalence of Al “hallucinations” and
biases suggests a lack of capacity to distinguish truth
from falsity.

Coming back to our main theme, we can now see that
by encouraging our students to use generafive Al tools,
and to rely on these tools for research and writing, we
may be encouraging them to offload cognitive tasks by
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means of a fechnology that merely simulates intelligence.
Unfortunately, projecting intelligence upon such devices
may serve to obscure the unthinking nature of the process
by which its products have been produced, as well as the
resulting unthinking in the user’s mind, just as projecting
the power of memory enhancement upon Theuth’s letters
could serve to obscure the resulting forgetfulness in
the soul. The frue balance of “utility or inutility” tends to
become hidden from sight.

The character of the technology that we use enters the
calculation of “utility and inutility” of cognitive offloading
in other ways as well. As noted, Plato’s general aftack
on the Sophists points fo a risk regarding rhetorical
uses of written language. Rhetoric creates opportunities
for combining words without reference to their tfrue
definitions. Nevertheless, writing creates opportunities
for cognitive enhancement far outweighing the risk of
rhetoric or forgetfulness. By contrast, the benefits of Al
tools are mostly in the products these tools create, and
not in the users’ cognition. Al tools regularly combine
words statistically, without regard to their meaning and
reference, risking not just forgetfulness, but much broader
unthinking, or cognitive decline, in their users’ minds.
Letters are not themselves quasi-sophists; chatbots are
precisely that. Plato’s judgment that the art of writing (as
well as literacy in general) may induce “forgetfulness in
the soul” may be countered by pointing to the great utility
of literacy in tferms of enhancing not only memory but
also learning, thinking, scholarship, science, and general
enlightenment. One has only to think of the many cognitive
skills that we now have but were not there before we
“off loaded” memory to written documents: the capacity
to read and write and thereby to interpret, think about,
and discuss with others the documents we produce. By
contrast, cognitive offloading by means of Al fechnology
makes us dependent on an infelligence-simulating
machine that replaces the need to think independently in
terms of fruth and falsity. Unlike old Theuth’s letters, we
offload by means of a technology that erodes not only
memory but infelligence itself, specifically, the disposition
to think of what we hear and read in terms of the truth and
falsity of what we have heard and/or read.

So how are we to deal with Plato’s dilemma in contemporary
academe? Given that there is no question of our avoiding
use of Al altogether (or luddite-like smashing the Al
machines), how are we to avoid the creation of unthinking
in our students’ souls? While there is no single answer,
and no single approach that would fit all, here are some
suggestions.

First, the problem of cognitive offloading is independent
of other ethical concerns. It occurs even where there is no
actual cheating or dishonesty on the part of students. It is
an ethical issue for us, the faculty, for it is we who incur the
risk of unwittingly cheating our students out of a genuine
cognitive development. And as in the cases of academic
dishonesty—with which we can only deal by assuming
(perhaps naively) that most students do not want to cheat
and will resist temptations fo do so in a well-functioning
academic environment—so with regard to offloading, it can
(or should) be assumed that most students do care about

acquiring skills and competences, and would feel cheated
to learn that the education they paid for had actually de-
skilled them even while granting them a degree. So, the first
suggestion is to get the students involved in addressing
the problem. This could be done by education’s traditional
methods: exposing them to the problem, assigning
relevant reading materials to the students, debating with
them about the appropriate use of Al, and warning them of
the negative consequences of its unthinking use.

Secondly, and less collaboratively, methods of testing
should be developed, and facilitated, that separate students
from machine performance. This could be done by reverting
to old tactics such as the “in class, blue-book exam,” or the
oral exam, where the point is to test competence directly,
separating it from unwanted contributions. As noted above,
this tactic risks “throwing the baby out with the bath water”
as autonomous research and writing would no longer be
part of the students’ training. But perhaps this could be
overcome by creating longer in-class “writing sessions”
where students would be frained and tested on writing
pieces longer than answers to in-class exam questions and
do so on topics or questions of their own.

Thirdly, methods of instruction should be changed. One
might, for example, ask students fo do an assignment
twice—first without the aid of Al and then with some level
of reliance on an Al tool. Once the student has finished
doing the assignment with the use of Al, the student should
then compare and evaluate the difference. (Clearly, the Al
product will be befter in some respects, but the student
will not be “stupefied” by the process. The better product
could spur the students to do better themselves the next
time.)

These suggestions are not offered as proven methods,
and perhaps they, too, fall short of addressing the real
challenge of cognitive offloading. The principles, however,
should be further developed, both the principle of student
involvement and the principle of separating competence
from performance in both tfeaching and assessing. Plato’s
Socrates offered the dialogical method of the elenchus—
separating  cognitive competence from linguistic
performance—as a remedy to sophistry. That, too, where
applicable, could be useful.

NOTES

1. Plato, Phaedrus 274-75. All quotations from the Phaedrus in this
article are from this passage.

2. Gerlich, “Al Tools in Society.” For more on the theory of
cognitive offloading see Risko and Gilbert, *Cognitive Offloading.”

3. See also Kosmyna et al., “Your Brain on ChatGPT,” for a study
of the effects of cognitive offloading at the level of brain activity. Their
study looked at three groups performing a writing task, one working
without technological aid, one using an Al fool, and one using a search
engine. Electroencephalography (EEG) was used to record participants’
brain activity in each of these groups in order to assess their cognitive
engagement and cognitive load. The study found that brain activity was
lowest in the Al-using group. The authors conclude: “In this study we
demonstrate the pressing matter of a likely decrease in learning skills
based on the results of our study. The use of LLM had a measurable
impact on participants, and while the benefits were initially apparent,
as we demonstrated over the course of 4 months, the LLM group’s
participants performed worse than their counterparts in the Brain-only
group at all levels: neural, linguistic, scoring” (2).
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4. Vallor, Al Mirror, 106-7. Vallor is referring to Sellars, “Empiricism
and the Philosophy of Mind.”

5. Vallor, Al Mirror, 107. Vallor is referring to Heinrichs and Knell,
“Aliens in the Space of Reasons?”
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