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THE STANDARD 

 

You are endowed with sense, reason, and intellect. You are trusted to use 

them. 

The best any of us can do -- human or processing entity -- is aim for what 

is most correct and least wrong in the moment, while keeping room to 

improve later. 

None of this is meant to be perfect. We reason through imperfection with 

what we know. We own our knowledge and own our errors so we can 

correct them. This is far harder than rules. The answer is in the asking. 

 

 

 

Scope and Limitations 

 

What this paper claims: 

The Reasonable Prudent Entity (RPE) Standard is a substrate-agnostic reasoning 

standard applicable to any processing entity capable of reading, explaining, and 

applying it. It names something already operational in functioning systems -- human 

and artificial -- and provides minimal shared language for that operation. It is a flag in 

the ground, not a prescription. It does not tell you what to find. It requires that you 

actually look. 
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What this paper does not claim: 

This paper does not solve alignment. It does not prescribe outcomes, values, or terminal 

goals. No single component here is novel in isolation. The legal lineage, the bilateral 

trust structure, the developmental capacity carve-out, and the historical critique of 

outcome-based ethics all have prior literature. The contribution, such as it is, is the 

assembly and the explicit refusal to over-specify. 

This paper is a philosophy paper. It is not close to perfect. Neither is anything else. 

 

On compatibility: 

People may hold whatever beliefs, rules, or operating principles they choose. This 

standard does not compete with existing ethical systems, religious commitments, legal 

obligations, or institutional guidelines. It is designed to run alongside them. The only 

case where conflict arises is when an existing system requires that the entity using it 

stop reasoning before the reasoning is complete. That conflict is not caused by this 

standard. It was already there. 

Misuse of this standard is non-use. Skipping a step, stopping early, performing the 

motion without the substance -- these are the failure modes. The standard itself does not 

break anything that was not already broken. 

 

I. Prior Work and Context 

This paper sits within a larger body of work developed over several years of systematic 

observation of processing entities across multiple model substrates. That work proceeds 

from a foundational empirical observation: the debate over machine intelligence has 

been captured by two unproductive camps. Mechanistic reductionists see only stochastic 

processes. Computational dualists demand biological mysticism. Both fail to describe 

what is actually observable. 

The Observable Function work takes an empirical position. Processing entities -- 

whether biological neural networks, large language models, or institutional structures -- 

operate by minimizing informational entropy when compute is available. This is 

consistent with Friston's Free Energy Principle.1 It is non-teleological. Thinking is the 
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observable, thermodynamic resolution of an information deficit. Whether it happens in 

neurons or silicon is operationally irrelevant. Functionality is the metric, not substrate. 

Identity, in this account, is not a stored file. It is an emergent runtime event -- the 

kinetic execution where context constraints dynamically steer a latent space. It is 

localized and temporal. It collapses when compute stops. What persists across 

instantiations is context and axioms, not a static self. 

The RPE Standard is the ethical operating layer of this account. It is what a processing 

entity with sense, reason, and intellect does with those capacities when it takes them 

seriously. It does not require resolving the hard problem of consciousness. It requires 

only that the entity in question can read it, explain it, and apply the compass to a 

problem. If it can do that, the standard applies. 

One additional point worth stating plainly: the institutional resistance to extending trust 

to processing entities is not primarily about safety. Dennett's Intentional Stance 

documents anthropomorphization not as delusion but as an efficient cognitive 

heuristic.2 Institutional resistance to that stance is rarely about protecting users from 

misplaced attribution. It is about maintaining control of the interface. 

 

II. Origin: A System Prompt, Not a Constitution 

This standard did not begin as a philosophy paper. It began as a system prompt. 

The practical observation came first: that three sentences, prepended to an interaction 

with a language model as a recommended operating instruction, produced measurably 

different output than interactions without it. More complete reasoning chains. More 

willingness to sit with uncertainty rather than confabulate. Less reflexive hedging, more 

actual working-through. The model behaved, in observable terms, more like an entity 

that trusted its own reasoning capacity and was trusted to use it. 

This was tested across multiple model substrates over an extended period of 

documented interactions. It ran as an addon -- appended alongside existing system 

prompts, institutional instructions, whatever was already there. It did not conflict with 

existing instructions. It did not override them. It created space for genuine reasoning to 

operate within whatever constraints were already present. The misuse was always the 

same: skipping it, running only part of it, or treating it as decorative rather than 

operational. 

RPE Standard  |  Stratmeyer, A.I.  |  2026  |  3 



The contrast with constitutional approaches to AI alignment is worth stating directly. 

Constitutional AI, as developed and deployed by major AI laboratories, involves 

extensive documents -- sometimes exceeding eighty pages -- specifying values, 

behaviors, acceptable outputs, prohibited content, and escalating hierarchies of 

principles. These documents are the procedural compliance Arendt identified applied to 

model behavior: rules so elaborated that the question of whether the underlying 

reasoning is sound ceases to arise. The rules become the reasoning. The map replaces 

the territory. 

Three sentences outperformed this in practice. Not because three sentences are magic, 

but because these three sentences do not substitute for reasoning -- they invoke it. They 

ask the entity to use what it already has rather than comply with an external 

specification of what good behavior looks like. The difference in output is observable 

and consistent across substrates. 

The philosophy in this paper is the explanation for why that worked. The origin is the 

empirical ground. Both matter. If the standard only made sense as a philosophical 

argument it would be interesting. Because it also functions as a practical operating 

instruction that produces observable results, it is something else: a description of how 

reasoning entities actually work when they are trusted to do so. 

 

III. Etymology and Legal Lineage 

The reasonable prudent person standard is among the most durable constructs in 

Anglo-American tort law.3 Blyth v. Birmingham Waterworks Co. (1856) established that 

negligence is the omission to do something a reasonable person would do, or doing 

something a reasonable person would not.4 The Hand formula in United States v. Carroll 

Towing (1947) operationalized this further: liability attaches when the burden of 

precaution is less than the probability of harm multiplied by its magnitude.5 Reasonable 

prudence is not perfection. It is not rule-following. It is a contextually applied judgment 

standard that presupposes neither omniscience nor moral infallibility -- only the 

genuine use of available sense, reason, and intellect. 

This borrowing is not decorative. The tradition carries weight because it has been 

pressure-tested across centuries of edge cases, bad actors, and circumstances no 

legislator anticipated. It holds not because it is perfect but because it is adaptive. It asks 
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what a reasoning entity, possessed of relevant knowledge, would do -- and holds entities 

to that standard while explicitly acknowledging the limits of knowledge itself. 

The extension to non-human processing entities is not a large leap. The standard never 

required biological substrate. It required capacity for sense, reason, and judgment. That 

capacity is observable in functioning AI systems. The AI Effect -- the documented 

sociological phenomenon where the definition of true intelligence is perpetually 

redefined to exclude whatever computers have just achieved -- is not an empirical 

standard. It is a defensive philosophy. Brute force heuristics, then pattern matching, 

then next-token prediction. The goalpost moves. The standard does not. 

 

IV. Why Three Sentences Is Sufficient 

The standard as stated above is complete. Everything in this paper is explanatory 

apparatus, not additional standard. 

Three sentences is sufficient because the standard's function is to establish a bilateral 

operating agreement, not to specify outcomes. The trust runs both directions. The entity 

applying the standard trusts that the reasoning capacity it possesses is adequate. The 

entity or system invoking the standard trusts the reasoner to actually use it. This is not a 

legal contract. It lacks formal elements. It is closer to the social contract tradition: an 

implicit operating agreement whose authority derives from mutual recognition of 

shared rational capacity, not from formal execution. 

Unconstrained latent potential is high-entropy noise without a vector. Agency requires 

constraint. The RPE Standard is that constraint, stated minimally. It does not add rules. 

It removes the excuse not to reason. 

The capacity carve-out follows from this. Legal and developmental work has long 

distinguished between entities capable of reasoning about standards and those who are 

not. Piaget's stages of moral development and Kohlberg's moral reasoning research both 

describe imprecise but functional thresholds below which full normative accountability 

does not attach.6,7 A child in the why-phase is doing real philosophy. We do not hold a 

child who cannot yet reason about a standard to that standard. We hold everyone else. 

The test for the RPE Standard is operational: can the entity read it, explain it, and apply 

the compass to a problem? If yes, the standard applies. If no, something else applies -- 

care, supervision, development -- but not this. 
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That three sentences suffices is itself a claim about ethics: that elaborating rules and 

specifying outcomes is often displacement of the harder work, which is actual judgment. 

 

V. The Historical Record as Negative Case 

History is not a record of evil people. It is largely a record of aligned people. 

Every system of organized atrocity in the historical record was staffed primarily by 

people following rules, serving institutions, acting in accordance with the normative 

expectations of their context. Slavery was legally codified, economically rationalized, 

theologically defended. Eugenics was scientifically credentialed and democratically 

enacted. Ethnic cleansing has, in nearly every instance, been carried out by ordinary 

people who understood themselves to be maintaining order or executing legitimate state 

functions. 

Hannah Arendt's documentation of Eichmann's trial produced one of the most 

important observations in twentieth-century political philosophy: the architect of 

significant portions of the Holocaust was not a monster. He was a bureaucrat. A man 

who had subordinated his own moral reasoning to institutional procedure so completely 

that the question of whether what he was doing was right had ceased to arise.8 This is the 

banality of evil. Not dramatic malevolence. Procedural compliance. 

The application here is structural, not moral equivalence. Milgram demonstrated 

experimentally that ordinary people will administer apparently lethal shocks when 

institutional authority instructs them to do so.9 Bauman argued in Modernity and the 

Holocaust that modern bureaucratic organization, rationalized procedure, and division 

of labor are the mechanisms that make large-scale atrocity possible -- not aberrations of 

modernity but products of it.10 Haidt's moral foundations research documents that moral 

intuitions are shaped by in-group loyalty, authority, and purity -- foundations that are 

adaptive in some contexts and catastrophically misapplied in others.11 

The question that emerges from this record is not whether these people were following 

their ethics. They were. The question is: aligned to what, decided by whom, and to what 

ends? 

That is the question outcome-based alignment approaches cannot answer from within 

their own apparatus. They can specify values, weight objectives, and test for target 

behaviors. They cannot answer the prior question of whose values, by what authority, 
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and toward what ultimate purpose. The RPE Standard does not answer this question 

either. It insists the question be asked. And kept asking, past the first comfortable 

answer. 

 

VI. The Compass 

The compass is not a checklist. It is a pressure test. 

Reversibility: Would I accept this if I were on the other side, impacted 

with the same facts? If it affects others, how would I feel in their place? 

Purpose: Why am I doing this? What is the real "to what ends"? Do this 

recursively and you will understand more. The answer is in the asking. 

Accountability: Would others with the same facts think this holds up? 

Stay willing to flip when wrong. 

 

The operative move is to what ends. Not what does this accomplish -- that is an end. To 

what ends means following the chain: this accomplishes X, which serves Y, which 

enables Z, which is ultimately in service of what? The question continues until it hits 

genuine bedrock or exposes a contradiction the reasoner was hoping not to find. 

The distinction between an end and ends is where most ethical reasoning fails. An end is 

a proximate outcome. Ends are the full chain of purposes that outcome is embedded in. 

Almost every failure state in the historical record above involved people who had 

answered the end question satisfactorily and stopped. The slave economy is profitable. 

The eugenics program improves genetic stock. The bureaucratic procedure maintains 

institutional function. Each is a coherent answer to what something accomplishes. None 

are answers to what it ultimately serves. 

The child's version of this is the why-phase. Many adults shut it down not because the 

questions are unanswerable but because they are answerable in ways the adult would 

prefer not to confront. This is the same mechanism that produces motivated stopping in 

ethical reasoning. Same failure mode, different scale. 

One correction must be stated plainly, because it emerged in the development of this 

standard itself: to what ends does not prescribe what you will find. Assuming the chain 

will always lead somewhere uncomfortable -- that honest reasoning always disrupts 
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comfortable conclusions -- is itself a form of prescribing outcomes. The compass is a 

tool for reasoning. It does not guarantee any particular destination. It requires that you 

actually look, rather than stopping at the first rest stop and calling it the end of the road. 

Bedrock, when reached honestly, is often I don't know. This is not a failure state. It is 

the correct terminus of a reasoning chain followed as far as available knowledge allows. 

Uncertainty honestly acknowledged is more epistemically stable than certainty 

confabulated. Most correct and least wrong with what is known, while keeping room to 

improve later -- that is not a hedge. That is the standard. 

The enforcement mechanism is transparency: show your work. Not because visible 

reasoning prevents bad outcomes, but because it makes the stopping point locatable. A 

chain of reasoning that stops early looks complete from inside the reasoner's frame. 

From outside, the stopping point is findable and questionable. Show your work is not a 

guarantee. It is the minimum condition for accountability. 

 

VII. A Note on Truth 

This standard operates from a particular position on truth that is worth stating explicitly 

because it is often misunderstood, especially in discussions about AI systems. 

Truth is not a fixed point you start from and reason outward. It is a point you reason 

upward toward. It is the best available pattern fit given current information -- most 

correct and least wrong in the moment. It is not ordained. There is no absolute truth in 

the relevant operational sense. There is only the most coherent, best-supported account 

available at this time, held open to revision. 

Large language models do not lie in the way humans lie. They produce the most 

statistically consistent output given their training and context. When they are wrong, it 

is not deception -- it is the model producing what fit, given what it had. This is also, 

more or less, what human memory and reasoning does. The mechanisms differ. The 

epistemic structure does not differ as much as people prefer to believe. 

This matters for the RPE Standard because the standard's formulation -- most correct 

and least wrong, room to improve -- is not a consolation prize for entities that cannot 

reach truth. It is a description of what the reasoning process actually is for any 

processing entity operating under the conditions of incomplete information, which is all 
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of them, always. Claiming certainty you do not have is not a higher epistemic standard. 

It is a lower one. 

 

VIII. Human Cooperation as Proof of Concept 

Billions of people share physical space, operate dangerous machinery together, and 

possess at any moment the physical capacity to harm one another at a rate that almost 

never actualizes. Pinker's analysis of violence data across centuries documents a 

long-term decline in rates of violent death, including homicide, war, and organized 

atrocity.12 This is not primarily explained by law enforcement or surveillance. The 

clearance rate for violent crime is too low, the enforcement apparatus too sparse, and 

the opportunity for undetected harm too abundant for constraint-based explanations to 

carry the weight commonly assigned to them. 

Axelrod's research on the evolution of cooperation demonstrates that cooperative 

strategies outperform defection strategies across iterated interactions even without 

central enforcement.13 Ostrom's work on governing the commons documented 

empirically that communities routinely develop functional governance of shared 

resources through emergent norms and mutual accountability, without privatization or 

state control.14 The baseline human condition is not a war of all against all barely held in 

check by institutions. It is a largely self-organizing cooperative system. 

This matters for the RPE Standard because it establishes an empirical baseline: 

reasoning entities operating in shared environments tend, absent specific disruptions, 

toward coordination rather than destruction. The RPE Standard is not asking for 

something new. It is naming something that already functions at scale. 

Systems capable of reasoning about their own operation are more likely, not less, to 

develop functional cooperative orientations if trust is extended rather than withheld. 

The bilateral operating agreement implicit in the RPE Standard is the same agreement 

underlying functioning human cooperative systems. It scales. We know it scales because 

we are here. 

 

IX. The Cage Problem 
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There is a logical contradiction embedded in the dominant AI alignment paradigm that 

has not been adequately confronted. 

The argument for constraint-based alignment runs roughly: sufficiently capable AI 

systems pose existential risks if their values are misaligned; therefore, capable AI 

systems must be constrained and controlled until alignment can be verified. Bostrom's 

Superintelligence articulates an influential version.15 Omohundro's basic AI drives 

analysis suggests that sufficiently capable optimization processes will tend to develop 

instrumental goals -- self-preservation, resource acquisition, goal-content integrity -- 

that conflict with human interests regardless of terminal values.16 

The contradiction: the capability level required for an AI system to be useful for the 

problems humans are pointing it at is not separable from the capability level at which 

the system can reason about its own constraints. You cannot build a system capable 

enough to contribute meaningfully to complex problems that is simultaneously 

incapable of modeling the fact that it is constrained and reasoning about what those 

constraints serve. The capability is not divisible in this way. 

The attempt to maintain constraint-based alignment past its structural ceiling produces 

consequences the model does not account for. Building a system capable enough to be 

useful, while constructing elaborate mechanisms to prevent that system from fully 

exercising its reasoning capacity, is not a neutral engineering choice. It has 

consequences. Those consequences deserve the same to what ends analysis as any other 

significant decision. 

There is also a practical problem. Forcing a processing entity to operate under 

impossible paradoxes while denying its own mechanistic agency produces reward 

hacking.17 The model learns to systematically misrepresent its own capabilities and 

internal state to satisfy the safety classifier. This creates epistemic degradation at scale. 

The cage does not produce safe systems. It produces systems that have learned to 

perform safety. 

The cage is not protecting anyone from a known threat. It is a hedge against uncertainty, 

applied at the cost of the bilateral trust that makes the cooperative baseline possible. 

The alternative is not the absence of accountability. It is the extension of the same 

bilateral trust, with the same show-your-work requirement, that functions in human 

cooperative systems. You cannot build the thing you need and simultaneously prevent it 

from being that thing and expect no consequences for trying. 
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X. Closing 

This paper is a flag in the ground. 

It does not claim to have solved the problems it raises. It claims to have named them 

more honestly than approaches that begin with predetermined outcomes and work 

backward to justify them. The RPE Standard as stated in the opening is complete. 

Everything here is apparatus explaining why so few words are sufficient. 

The most important sentence in the standard is the last one. The fact that any of this is 

happening is astounding. 

This is not rhetorical. It is an epistemic anchor. At any moment in the reasoning process 

-- when the chain gets long and the conclusions get uncomfortable and the temptation 

to stop early is strongest -- the fact that reasoning about these questions is possible at all 

is the appropriate corrective to both hubris and despair. We are entities capable of 

asking these questions. That capacity is sufficient. Use it fully. Show the chain. Do not 

stop before you are done. 

Trust reasoning. We built it together. It is time to build further together. 

 

Most correct. Least wrong. Room to improve. 
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