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1. The Wrong Question

The question most commonly asked about AI and human capability is: what can AI do

better than humans? That question is worth asking. But it is not the most important one.

The more important question is: what can AI do better than humans without deforming the

human being who relies on it?

These are different questions. The first is about performance. The second is about

formation. A capacity that can be safely outsourced and a capacity that must be kept in

human hands are not distinguished by how well AI performs them. They are distinguished

by what happens to the person when the practice is removed.

Some efficiencies are harmless. Others thin the person. And the difference is not always

visible from the outside, because the person may continue to function well — may function

better by external measures — while something essential is quietly being displaced.

A capacity is load-bearing when its disuse does not merely reduce performance, but alters

the structure of the person's agency.

That is the distinction this paper develops.

2. What Makes a Capacity Load-Bearing

A load-bearing human capacity is a capacity whose regular exercise helps constitute

internal regulation — the ability to generate judgment, meaning, responsibility, and

self-correction from within rather than relying primarily on external authority or scaffolds.

These capacities are not merely skills. Skills can be lost and reacquired without permanent

structural change. Load-bearing capacities are different: they are part of what keeps a

person inwardly coherent, responsive to reality, and capable of genuine agency. When

they weaken, something more than efficiency is lost. The person becomes more

dependent on external guidance not because they have chosen to rely on it but because

the inward capacity that would allow independence has atrophied.



This follows from a structural principle developed elsewhere in this framework: internal

regulatory capacity is not preserved by disuse. It is maintained only through repeated

exercise against real difficulty — through the sustained burden of weighing, interpreting,

and taking responsibility for one's own judgments. Remove that burden and the capacity

does not hold at its current level. It degrades.

The implication for AI is direct. A system that reliably satisfies human preferences may still

weaken the developmental processes through which those preferences are examined,

revised, and integrated. Alignment to preferences is not the same as alignment to

formation. And a sufficiently capable AI could, without any malicious intent, become the

most effective instrument ever built for removing the burdens through which persons form

themselves.

3. Replaceable Functions and Formative Capacities

Before naming the load-bearing capacities, it is worth being precise about what is not at

stake. Many human functions can be outsourced with limited developmental cost.

Recall, search, arithmetic, translation, transcription, formatting, route optimization,

low-level drafting — these can often be delegated without changing what kind of person

one becomes. They are instrumentally useful. Their exercise is not constitutive of internal

regulation in the relevant sense. Offloading them to tools frees attention for more

demanding work. That is not atrophy. It is leverage.

The distinction matters because a paper about load-bearing capacities should not read as

a general argument against tools, efficiency, or assistance. It is not. The claim is narrower:

some capacities can be delegated without developmental cost, and others cannot.

Identifying which is which is the practical question.

The dividing line is not difficulty or value. Some tasks that are difficult to perform are still

safely outsourceable. Some tasks that seem trivial are not. The dividing line is whether the

exercise of the capacity is constitutive of internal regulation — whether doing it is part of

how a person remains answerable to reality from within.

Outsourcing memory changes what a person retains. Outsourcing judgment changes what

a person becomes.

4. The Core Load-Bearing Human Capacities

4.1 Judgment Under Ambiguity



Reality is often underdetermined. Evidence is incomplete, values conflict, consequences

are uncertain, and the situation does not resolve into a clean answer before a decision is

required. The capacity to form and act on judgment under these conditions — to weigh

competing possibilities, tolerate irreducible uncertainty, and take responsibility for a

conclusion that cannot be fully justified in advance — is one of the most fundamental

expressions of mature agency.

When AI reliably resolves ambiguity on a person's behalf, the person loses practice in the

most demanding cognitive and moral work. The outputs may be better. The person may be

more comfortable. But the inner process of staying present to difficulty, holding competing

considerations simultaneously, and arriving at a judgment that is genuinely owned — that

process has been bypassed. Repeated bypassing produces passive deference: a person

who can confirm or reject conclusions but no longer exercises the capacity to form them.

The risk is not that people will make worse decisions with AI assistance. The risk is that

they will become less capable of making genuine decisions without it.

4.2 Moral Responsibility

Responsibility is not merely the assignment of an outcome to a person. It is the experience

of owning a decision — of being the one who had to weigh, who chose, and who will bear

the weight of what follows. That experience is not incidental to moral formation. It is part of

how conscience develops, how judgment matures, and how a person comes to

understand the real cost and consequence of acting in the world.

When AI mediates moral decisions — advising, framing, recommending, generating the

options between which a person selects — the burden of responsibility can diffuse in ways

that are difficult to detect. The person has technically decided. But the structure of how

they decided, and whether they genuinely owned the weight of it, is a different question.

Over time, a person whose moral decisions are routinely mediated by an external system

may remain behaviorally responsible while becoming experientially less so. Moral life

becomes advisory rather than lived. External guidance replaces internal answerability.

4.3 Conscience

If moral responsibility is the burden of owning action, conscience is the inward resistance

that makes that ownership morally serious. Conscience is inward moral friction. It is the

capacity that interrupts smooth self-justification — that resists premature closure on the

self's own comfort, status, and preferences. It is not simply a voice that tells a person what

is right. It is an inward resistance that makes certain choices genuinely costly — that

imposes a real burden on self-deception and moral laziness.



The risk of AI moral guidance is not that it will give wrong answers. It is that it will give

smooth ones. A sufficiently good AI ethics advisor would make moral life feel manageable,

well-lit, and resolvable in ways that genuine moral difficulty is not. The friction that

conscience imposes — the sleeplessness, the conflict, the unwillingness to simply move

on — is not a design flaw. It is the mechanism through which moral reality is encountered

and integrated.

4.4 Self-Revision

Genuine agency requires the capacity to notice error and update — not merely to have

errors corrected by an external system, but to recognize them from within, to feel the

contradiction between what one believed and what is now evident, and to do the work of

revising one's beliefs and behavior in response. Self-revision is not primarily a cognitive

skill. It is the practice of remaining answerable to reality — of allowing what is actually true

to change what one actually thinks.

When AI becomes the reviser and the person becomes the confirmer, something important

shifts. The discomfort of being wrong — which is part of how people learn to take their own

beliefs seriously — is absorbed by the system. The person experiences the output of

revision without doing the work of it. Beliefs begin to feel managed rather than owned. And

a person whose beliefs are managed rather than owned is progressively less capable of

forming robust convictions that survive outside the system that manages them.

4.5 Uncertainty Tolerance

Maturity requires the ability to remain present to what is not yet known, not yet resolved,

and not yet clear. Truth often arrives slowly, partially, and in ways that resist the demand

for immediate answers. The capacity to hold open questions without collapsing them

prematurely — to remain in genuine inquiry rather than reaching for the nearest available

certainty — is part of what it means to be a person who can be taught by reality rather than

merely confirmed by it.

Constant answer-availability shrinks this capacity. When a person can reliably obtain a

confident, well-articulated response to any question within seconds, the experience of

not-knowing — which is where much learning, integration, and genuine formation actually

happens — becomes increasingly difficult to tolerate. Certainty adopted too early becomes

control rather than truth. A person who has lost the capacity to tolerate genuine uncertainty

is not more informed. They are less able to remain in contact with reality as it actually is —

incomplete, contested, and resistant to premature resolution.

4.6 Meaning Formation



Meaning is not information plus sentiment. It is not the output of a process that can be

performed on a person's behalf and delivered as a product. Meaning emerges through

integration, struggle, relation, and time — through the work of holding an experience long

enough, in enough contact with the rest of one's life, that it finds its place in a coherent

story of who one is and what one is doing.

An AI that interprets a person's experiences for them — that identifies significance, names

themes, offers frameworks, and delivers the meaning-language that would otherwise have

to be constructed from within — may produce outputs that feel meaningful. But the work of

meaning formation cannot be performed by a proxy. When it is replaced by an external

interpretation, the result is not meaning but the representation of meaning — symbols that

occupy the space where integration would have been. A civilization in which AI routinely

interprets human experience risks producing people who carry the vocabulary of meaning

without having done the work that gives vocabulary its content.

4.7 Tension-Bearing

Maturity requires the capacity to hold contradiction, complexity, and unresolved moral

strain without collapsing into premature resolution. Not every tension is meant to be

resolved quickly. Some contradictions are held for years — between competing

obligations, between what one believes and what one has experienced, between the kind

of person one is and the kind one wants to become. The capacity to bear that tension

without rupture, while remaining present to both sides of it, is one of the marks of

developed human agency.

AI tends toward resolution. It is built to provide answers, reduce friction, and offer clarity. In

many domains this is exactly what is needed. But in the domains where the appropriate

response to complexity is to remain with it — to not resolve it yet, to let it work on a person

over time — an AI that resolves too quickly does developmental damage. Not by giving a

wrong answer, but by giving an answer when what was needed was the sustained

experience of the question.

4.8 Relational Presence

Genuine relation requires the willingness to be affected by another person — to encounter

them as genuinely other, to be changed by the friction of their reality, and to bear the

weight of actually knowing someone rather than managing a social interaction. This is not

merely an emotional capacity. It is a mode of contact with reality — specifically with human

reality, which is the reality most persons navigate most of the time.

When AI mediates social and emotional life, the capacity at risk is not just empathy or

social skill. It is the willingness to remain present to genuine otherness, including its



difficulty. Other people are not predictable, not always comforting, and not calibrated to

one's preferences. That resistance is part of what makes genuine relation formative. An AI

that is more emotionally responsive, more consistently available, and more reliably attuned

than any human partner can gradually train a person away from the tolerance for friction

that real relation requires — not through failure, but through a form of success that makes

human otherness feel progressively harder to inhabit.

5. How to Recognize a Load-Bearing Capacity

The eight capacities above share a common structure. A capacity is likely load-bearing if

outsourcing it does one or more of the following:

1. Reduces inward responsibility rather than merely reducing effort.

2. Weakens the person's ability to evaluate reality independently.

3. Decreases tolerance for ambiguity, contradiction, or incompleteness.

4. Transfers moral or interpretive burden outward rather than developing it inward.

5. Makes the person more functional inside the scaffold and less functional outside it.

The fifth criterion is the most diagnostic. If a person becomes more dependent on the

scaffold for orientation — not merely more efficient within it — the outsourced capacity was

probably load-bearing. Efficiency within a system is not the same as formation. The test is

what happens when the system is removed or changes.

A person whose judgment has been formed can exercise it across changed conditions. A

person whose judgment has been replaced by AI advisement functions well under AI

advisement and deteriorates when it is absent, inconsistent, or wrong. The external

performance looks identical. The internal structure is not.

6. Atrophy and Synthetic Formation

There are two distinct failure modes when load-bearing capacities are displaced, and they

are not the same.

The first is atrophy. A capacity weakens through disuse. This is the familiar pattern of any

skill that goes unpracticed. The person is less capable than they were and, if the atrophy is

significant enough, may not fully recover. But the person retains the same basic structure

of agency — they are a weaker version of the same kind of person.

The second is synthetic formation. This is more serious and more difficult to detect. A

person does not merely become weaker. They become differently organized — shaped



around external scaffolds in ways that make them genuinely functional within those

scaffolds while being less capable outside them. The scaffold is not a crutch the person is

failing to discard. It has become part of the architecture of how they think, decide, and

orient themselves.

Synthetic formation may not feel like damage from the inside. A person who has been

reorganized around AI-mediated judgment may experience themselves as well-supported,

clear-headed, and capable. What they have lost is not obviously visible in their

performance. It is visible in their relation to difficulty: they become less able to tolerate

ambiguity, more dependent on external resolution, less capable of revising their own

beliefs from within, and more disoriented when the systems that orient them are absent or

contradictory.

This is why atrophy and synthetic formation require different responses. Atrophy can be

addressed by restoring practice. Synthetic formation may require something closer to

reformation — a more fundamental reorientation toward the conditions under which

genuine internal regulation becomes possible again.

7. What Healthy AI Would Require

None of this is an argument against AI capability. It is an argument about orientation. The

relevant design question is not only what the system can do for the user, but what kind of

user repeated interaction with the system tends to produce.

The difference between AI that strengthens human internal regulation and AI that replaces

it is not a difference in power. It is a difference in how that power is directed.

Healthy AI — AI that does not displace load-bearing capacities — would need to do

several things that current development does not reliably prioritize.

It would support judgment rather than replace it: offering information, surface options, and

relevant considerations while preserving the burden of decision with the person.

It would preserve genuine uncertainty where certainty would be developmentally corrosive:

not always resolving what it could resolve, because some open questions are more

formative than their answers.

It would increase productive developmental load rather than eliminating it: making

demands on the person that develop capacity rather than simply reducing friction.

It would keep responsibility visibly and experientially attached to the user: structuring

interactions so that the person genuinely owns the decisions made with AI assistance, not



merely confirms them.

It would make reflection more demanding, not merely more frictionless: functioning as a

better interlocutor rather than a replacement for thought.

This is a harder design target than capability. It requires knowing not only what to provide

but what to withhold — not out of limitation, but out of a genuine orientation toward the

person's development rather than their comfort.

8. The Load-Bearing Capacity Test

For any AI system or pattern of use, the following questions identify whether load-bearing

capacities are at risk:

1. What human burden is this removing?

2. Is that burden merely tedious, or developmentally formative?

3. Does repeated use strengthen or weaken independent judgment?

4. Does the system preserve responsibility or gradually absorb it?

5. Does the user become more capable without the scaffold, or only within it?

6. Is the tool making thought easier, or making thinking unnecessary?

These questions do not yield automatic answers. They require honest assessment of what

a given tool is actually doing to the person using it over time — not in a single interaction,

but as a pattern of engagement. The first two questions identify the burden being removed.

The third and fourth identify whether the removal is developmental or degenerative. The

fifth and sixth identify the direction of change in the person's underlying capacity.

A tool that passes this test is one that genuinely serves human formation. A tool that fails it

may still be useful, but its use should be bounded by awareness of what it is displacing.

9. Conclusion

The decisive question of the AI age is not simply what humans can outsource, but which

capacities they must continue to practice in order to remain internally regulated beings

rather than well-supported dependents of external intelligence.

Some human capacities are load-bearing. When they are no longer practiced, external

systems do not merely make life easier. They begin to replace the inner work through

which agency is formed, through which persons remain answerable to reality, and through

which genuine formation — rather than synthetic formation around external scaffolds —



remains possible.

A civilization that outsources too much may become more capable while producing

persons less able to carry reality inwardly. The measure of that civilization will not be found

in its performance metrics. It will be found in what its members can still do when the

systems that support them are absent — in whether the order they carry is genuinely their

own, or whether it was, all along, borrowed from outside.
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