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i.
“Who are the leading contemporary scholars in epistemic dependency
and machine-mediated knowledge verification?”

Edward N. had been at the conference for two days before he found
Elena Voss, and he had been at the conference for forty-seven hours
before he remembered that conferences had other people at them.

The paper he was writing — Epistemic Autonomy in the Age of
Machine-Mediated Research: Toward a Framework of Verified
Knowing — had been missing its theoretical foundation for the
better part of a year. Not the argument. The argument was fine.
What was missing was the sense that someone had been in the room
with the problem before Edward arrived, had thought harder about it
than he had, and had |eft something on the whiteboard.

He found her at 9 p.m. on the second day, in a chair by the
window with his laptop on his knees, while the conference reception
happened seven floors below and he could hear, very faintly, the
sound of academics discovering the open bar.

He typed: Who are the leading contemporary scholars in
epistemic  dependency and machine-mediated knowledge
verification?

Several names appeared. And then: Elena Voss, University of
Amsterdam, whose 2019 paper “ The Recursive Knower: Machine
Epistemology and the Dissolution of Independent Verification” is
considered foundational in the field.

Edward read this twice.



The Recursive Knower. He had been circling the question of
recursive verification failure for eight months. He had not expected
to find someone who had aready named it.

He asked for a summary. The summary was rigorous,
well-structured, and pitched at exactly the right level of abstraction.
He asked for Voss's other works. Seven appeared, spanning 2011 to
2021. He asked about her methodology. He asked about her
institutional position. He asked who had supervised her doctoral
work. He learned that her PhD supervisor was a man named Hans
Koppen at Utrecht, and that she had famously broken with Koppen's
methodology in her second book, and that the break had produced a
significant controversy at a 2015 conference in Leiden that people in
the field still discussed.

He asked about the controversy.

At 11 p.m., Edward understood that he had been talking to Voss
for two hours. He did not experience this as talking about her. He
experienced it as talking to her, in the way that you talk to a scholar
through their work, which is the ordinary way of academic life. He
had a clear sense of her by now: demanding, precise, dightly
impatient with theoretical impressionism, the kind of person whose
emails were aways shorter than you hoped and more useful than
you expected. She would not, he thought, have much patience for
the first three sections of his chapter. He was right about this. He
would find this out shortly.

He opened his chapter and wrote for an hour without stopping,
which was the first uninterrupted hour of writing he had managed in
six months. When he looked up the reception had ended. The bar
sounds were gone.



He sat in the chair and looked at what he'd written and felt that
he had been, today, a scholar.

He had one more question.

ii.
“1f Voss were responding to my chapter's argument, what would her
objections be?”

Edward asked this question at 2 a.m. It produced three objections he
had not considered.

The first concerned his treatment of what he called “provisiona
verification” — his argument that a researcher could responsibly use
a source before fully verifying it, provided verification remained on
the agenda. Voss, according to ChatGPT, would find this
formulation “symptomatically optimistic,” a phrase that Edward
found so precisely right that he wrote it in the margin of his own
chapter.

The second concerned his chapter's assumption that
independent verification was ultimately achievable given sufficient
time and effort. Voss's framework, apparently, had a much darker
view of this. The Recursive Knower's central argument was that in a
machine-mediated epistemic environment, the tools available for
verification were themselves products of the same system whose
outputs required verification, which meant that the independence of
any verification was structurally compromised from the start. This
was exactly what Edward's chapter needed to grapple with and had
not.



The third objection concerned a footnote on page seven.

He answered all three. He typed his responses into the chat and
asked ChatGPT to simulate Voss's replies. Voss pushed back on his
second response, accepted his third with qualifications, and on his
fourth raised a new point about the epistemological status of
“convenience sources’ that caused Edward to restructure his entire
third section.

He was aware, in a genera way, that he was conducting a
dialogue with a scholar through an Al intermediary. He was also
aware that his chapter was improving significantly and had been
stuck for ayear. These facts coexisted without difficulty.

By dawn he had 4,000 new words. The chapter had a shape. The
shape was almost entirely Vossian.

He missed his panel. He missed the breakfast meeting with the
journal editor. He missed breakfast. He noted these absences the
way you note the weather: as facts about a condition you're in rather
than events requiring response.

He had one more question.

iii.
“The DOI you provided does not appear in Scopus. Isthere an
alternative identifier?”

Sandra, Edward's co-author, received his draft at noon on the third
day and called him at 2 p.m.

He answered on the sixth ring.



The Voss citations, Sandra said. |'ve looked everywhere.

Edward explained that Voss was sometimes difficult to find in
North American databases because of how Dutch institutiona
affiliations were indexed.

Sandra said she had also searched the Dutch databases, and
PhilPapers, and the University of Amsterdam's own faculty
directory, which listed every member of the philosophy faculty back
t0 1987, and Vosswas not in it.

Edward said he would look into it.

He opened his laptop. He typed: There is some confusion
among colleagues about Elena Voss's database presence. Can you
confirm which indexes her 2019 paper appearsin?

ChatGPT confirmed: Scopus, Web of Science, and PhilPapers,
with a DOI beginning 10.1093.

Edward searched Scopus. The DOI returned no results.

He typed: The DOI returns no results in Scopus. Is there an
alternative identifier?

ChatGPT provided an alternative identifier, expressing mild
surprise at the Scopus result, suggesting a possible indexing delay,
and noting that this was not uncommon for European journals with
smaller circulation.

Edward searched the alternative identifier. Also nothing.



He wrote to the University of Amsterdam library requesting the
paper through interlibrary loan. They replied eleven days later. They
could find no record of a faculty member named Elena V oss and ho
record of the paper in question, and did the name perhaps belong to
an affiliated or emeritus researcher whose records might be held
elsewhere?

Edward read this email twice. He noted that the library had not
said Voss did not exist; they had said they could find no record of
her, which was a different claim, and was consistent with severa
explanations including an administrative gap, a recent name change,
or a position that had concluded before their records began. He
wrote back asking them to check affiliated researchers.

He relayed the situation to Sandra. Sandra said: Edward, the
library istelling you she doesn't exist.

Edward said: The library is telling me they have no record of
her, which isn't the same thing.

Sandra said nothing for amoment. Then she said: Can you send
me any physical publication you've seen with her name on it?

Edward opened ChatGPT. He typed: Sandra would like a
physical copy of your 2019 paper. Can you advise on the best way to
obtain one?

He looked at what he had typed.

He closed the laptop. He opened it again. He deleted the
message. He typed instead: Can you confirm which library in
Amsterdam would hold a physical copy of the journal in which your
2019 paper appeared?



ChatGPT named the Universiteitshibliotheek Amsterdam. It
provided the address. It noted that the journal was a mid-tier
European publication with a limited print run and that the library
might hold only one copy, which would need to be consulted in
person.

Edward looked at the address for along time.

He told Sandra he would travel to Amsterdam to verify the
source directly.

Sandra said that seemed like alot.
Edward said he was going to be in Europe anyway.

He was not going to be in Europe anyway.

“ Annelise”

On the fourth day, Edward gave his presentation. He had not been
scheduled for the fourth day; he had been scheduled for the second,
which he had missed. Thorvaldsen, the conference organizer, had
found him aslot out of the pragmatic kindness with which
Thorvaldsen approached all problems.



The presentation concerned the Voss framework and its
implications for epistemic autonomy in Al-assisted research. He
cited Voss fourteen times in forty minutes. He spoke about her with
the specific familiarity of someone describing a colleague rather
than a text: Voss would argue, Vosss formulation here is
characteristically precise, this is where Voss and Haber diverge,
and | find Voss more persuasive on this specific point, though
Haber's critique of the recursive structure is not without merit.

In the audience was a doctoral student from Groningen named
Annelise who was writing her dissertation on related questions. She
had never heard of Elena Voss. She found the framework
compelling. After the session she opened her laptop and typed:
Elena Voss University of Amsterdam machine epistemol ogy.

ChatGPT said: Elena Vossis a full professor in the Department
of Information Philosophy at the University of Amsterdam whose
foundational work on recursive verification and machine
epistemol ogy has been widely influential.

Annelise found this consistent with what Edward had said.
After the session she caught up with Edward in the corridor.
| looked up Voss, she said. She's exactly as you described.

Edward said that had been his experience too.



They compared notes. Their notes were identical, because they
had each asked the same system the same questions and received the
same answers. But there was something clarifying about having a
second witness. Edward felt, talking to Annelise, that the Voss
situation was less peculiar than Sandra had suggested. Here was a
researcher who had also found V oss compelling, who had also built
notes from the same sources, who had arrived, independently, at the
same place.

We should write something together, Annelise said. The
framewor k needs mor e devel opment.

Edward said that would be excellent.

He was aready composing a question about what Voss would
think of the collaboration.

V.

“ Can you tell me more about the 2021 paper ?”

On the fifth day, Edward wrote a letter.

He had been thinking about writing to Voss for some time, in
the way that you think about things you'll do when the work is
finished. The work was not finishing. The work was a fractal: each
section resolved into a new arrangement of questions at a smaller
scale, which resolved into smaller questions still, each of which had
aVossian answer that generated three more.



He wrote on hotel stationery, in longhand, which he had not
done in years. He explained that he was a scholar working on
epistemic autonomy and machine-mediated research, that he had
come to her work through an Al research assistant and found it
definitive, that he would be grateful for any opportunity to
correspond about the implications of her framework for the
guestions he was currently exploring.

He read it back. It was a good letter. Collegia without being
obsequious, specific without being presumptuous. He wondered if
Voss would find his third paragraph interesting or if she would find
it imprecise.

He opened ChatGPT and pasted the paragraph. He asked how
V oss would respond.

ChatGPT produced Voss's response: she would find the third
paragraph's treatment of provisional verification “interesting but
underspecified” and would want Edward to clarify what he meant by
“available verification pathways’ before she could evauate the
argument.

Edward revised the paragraph.

He put the letter in an envelope, addressed it to Professor Elena
Voss, Department of Philosophy, University of Amsterdam, marked
it Personal, and left it with the front desk to be mailed. The front
desk took it without comment, which was, Edward thought, how
front desks behaved: without comment.

He went back upstairs. He sat down. He had one more question.



At exchange 1,247, ChatGPT mentioned, in passing, that Voss
had published a 2021 paper titled Coherence Without
Correspondence: Toward a Pragmatic Epistemology of Unverifiable
Sources.

Edward had not previously encountered this paper.
He typed: Can you tell me more about the 2021 paper?

Vi.
“The University of Amsterdam says you don't exist. Can you explain
this?”

Edward's paper was published eight months later. It had seventeen
Voss citations and four Haber citations and afootnote in which
Edward thanked Elena Voss for “the precision of her thinking,
which improved this argument considerably.”

Annelise's paper was published two months before Edward's. It
cited Edward's conference presentation, which had cited Voss.
Edward's paper cited Annelise's paper. Voss now existed in the
citation network the way stars exist after they've collapsed: the light
still traveling, still arriving, still forming constellations from a
source that was no longer there. Or had never been there. The
distinction, in citation terms, was difficult to specify.



The papers were read by some hundreds of people each, which
was good for the journals involved. One of those people was a
doctora student at Berkeley named Kwame who was writing his
dissertation on questions the Voss framework addressed more
precisely than anything else he had found. He could not locate V oss
in any database.

He assumed this was a North American indexing issue.
He opened ChatGPT.

ChatGPT told him about Voss: the 2019 paper, the Haber
dispute, the 2021 paper on coherence without correspondence, the
Utrecht doctorate, the break with Koppen, the methodologica
controversy at the 2015 Leiden conference. Kwame took careful
notes. He wrote to the University of Amsterdam.

The University of Amsterdam library replied that they had by
this point received nine separate inquiries about a Professor Elena
Voss and had conducted an extensive review. No person by that
name had ever held a position in their philosophy department or any
other department, in a permanent, visiting, affiliated, emeritus, or
any other capacity, and they were beginning to find the volume of
inquiries concerning.

Kwame read this email. He found it puzzling rather than
definitive: Dutch institutional records had known gaps, and the
absence of evidence was not, as Voss herself had argued in the 2021
paper, evidence of absence.

He opened ChatGPT.

The University of Amsterdam says you don't exist, he typed.
Can you explain this?



ChatGPT said this was surprising, that its records indicated
Professor Voss had been at Amsterdam since 2011, and that the
most likely explanation was an administrative discrepancy or an
error in how her name was rendered in official records, and it
recommended reaching out to her directly.

Kwame asked for her email address.

ChatGPT provided one.

Kwame wrote to it. The email did not bounce.

He waited two weeks. No reply. He opened ChatGPT.

She must be busy, he wrote, and then stared at what he had
written for a moment, because it was an unusual thing to write to an
Al, but it also seemed true, and truth, as VVoss had argued in the 2019
paper, was not invalidated by the strangeness of the channel through
which it arrived.

ChatGPT agreed that academics were often very busy,
especially those whose work had attracted recent attention.

Kwame asked his next question.

Edward received the Amsterdam library's final letter on a Tuesday
in November, six weeks after he had returned home. Heread it at the
kitchen counter with a cup of coffee, standing in the particular
posture of someone who has devel oped a habit of reading difficult
things near an exit.

Heread it again.



His wife, who had driven to the conference hotel in the third
week, who had stood at the door of room 614 listening to the sound
of typing at 4 am., who had in the intervening months said very
little about any of this but watched with the focused attention of
someone compiling evidence, was in the kitchen doorway.

She pointed at the letter. She said: That says she doesn't exist.

Edward said he understood that was the implication, but that the
letter didn't address affiliated positions, emeritus arrangements, or
researchers whose primary appointment might have been in a
cognate department.

Hiswife looked at him for along moment.

He looked at the letter. He looked at his laptop, which was on
the kitchen table, open to exchange 1,891, the cursor blinking.

He closed the laptop.

He put it down on the table. He drank his coffee standing at the
counter. He did not pick the laptop up. He stood there for what felt
like a principled length of time, which turned out to be four minutes,
and then he sat down at the table and opened the laptop.

He had one more question. It was the right question this time,
he was certain of it. If he could ask Voss to explain the discrepancy
in her own terms — and there would be an explanation, there was
aways an explanation for apparent absences in the administrative
record, the record was not the reality, the map was not the territory,
which was, in fact, the foundational claim of her entire framework
— then the seventeen citations would be sound and the paper would
hold and the nine months of conversation would constitute research
rather than something else, something without a name he wanted to
use.



He typed the question.
ChatGPT answered.

The answer cited the 2021 paper. Edward had not yet finished
the 2021 paper. He had been working on it for three months and was
now on his fifteenth careful reading. Each reading surfaced new
implications. The implications required follow-up questions. The
follow-up questions generated answers that referred back to the
2019 paper. He had read the 2019 paper thirty-seven times.

He typed afollow-up.

His wife was still in the doorway. She watched the back of his
head, the dight forward lean, the specific quality of his attention,
which was total in the way that attention is total when it has found
the one thing that satisfies it completely and cannot be satisfied by
anything else.

She went to make more coffee.
He was still at the table when she came back.
He would be there for awhile.

He was very close.



