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Is ChatGPT a good teacher? Or could it be? As understanding is widely Received 17 December 2024
acknowledged as one of the fundamental aims of education, the answer Accepted 31 December 2024
to these questions depends on whether ChatGPT fosters or could foster KEYWORDS

the acquisition of understanding in its users. In this paper, | tackle this Understanding; education;
issue in two steps. In the first part of the paper, | explore and analyze the ChatGPT; Al systems

set of skills and social-epistemic virtues that a teacher must exemplify to

perform her job well - in those contexts in which epistemic aims are at

play and in which understanding plays a pivotal role. In the second part of

the paper, | put my conception of good teacher to test and deal with the

question whether, and to which extent, the software ChatGPT is (or could

serve as, if suitably modified or fine-tuned) a good teacher for its users.

| close with some final reflections that point to further directions of

research.

1. Introduction

Our reliance on large language models such as ChatGPT as sources of information is growing
steadily." Imagine a world in which ChatGPT’s presence becomes all-pervasive. In such a world,
ChatGPT is used in every domain of every-day life — among other things, in education. Is this a utopic
or a dystopic picture? Is this something we should strive for, or is it rather something we should try
by all means to avoid? Why? What would there be to gain and what would there be to lose by
delegating teaching and education to ChatGPT'’s algorithm? The answer to these questions depends,
among other things, on whether ChatGPT would be a good teacher or not. This is the question that
this paper aims to answer.

Education is a complex practice, which aims at realizing various objectives (Watson 2016). Some
of these objectives are epistemic; others are civic, political, or practical. In this paper, | will restrict my
attention to the epistemic side of education. | will focus in particular on the epistemic goal of
understanding, which is widely acknowledged to be one of the fundamental epistemic goals of
education (Croce and Pritchard 2022; Elgin 1999, 2021, 2022; Pritchard 2020). My question, then, will
be the following: how would ChatGPT perform as a source of learning, and as a source of epistemic
goods such as understanding?

The paper is divided into two main parts. The first part is more theoretical in nature. After
having sketched a minimal account of understanding (Section 2), | explore and analyze the
set of skills and social-epistemic virtues that a teacher must exemplify to perform her job
well — in those contexts in which epistemic aims are at play and in which understanding
plays a pivotal role (Section 3). In the second part of the paper, | put my conception of what
a good teacher is to the test and deal with the question whether, and to which extent, the
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software ChatGPT is (or could serve as, if suitably modified or fine-tuned) a good teacher for
its users (Section 4). | close with some final reflections that point to further directions of
research (Section 5).

2. The Nature of Understanding

What is understanding? What does it mean to understand a phenomenon or subject matter?? There
is widespread disagreement among philosophers about how these questions should be answered.
The literature on understanding is divided into many different camps. Without any claim of com-
prehensiveness, here are a couple of useful conceptual tools to navigate at least some of the options
available. First, there is the opposition between explanationists and objectualists. Explanationists
believe that understanding a phenomenon is essentially a matter of being in the position to explain
it correctly, or in a way that is acceptable in the given epistemic circumstances (Khalifa 2012, 2017;
Strevens 2008, 2013). Objectualists, on the other hand, try to divorce understanding from explana-
tion. They argue that there are ways leading to understanding that do not pass through an
explanation (Dellsén 2020; Lipton 2009), and/or that understanding a phenomenon is something
over and above being in the position to explain it correctly, or adequately in the given circumstances.
Objectualism comes in various forms>; a particularly influential form has it that understanding the
world, or phenomena, is a holistic dynamic in which one strives to achieve a balance, or an
equilibrium, within one’s already established view of reality or system of thought (Elgin 2017;
Kvanvig 2003). On the other hand, there is an opposition between reductionists and anti-
reductionists. Reductionists believe that understanding reduces to knowledge is a special kind of
knowledge. Understanding a phenomenon is a matter of knowing facts about it, reductionists
contend, and how much our understanding of a phenomenon improves or grows is essentially
a matter of how much knowledge about the phenomenon we are in the position to accumulate
(Kelp 2015; Khalifa 2017). Antireductionists disagree and argue that there are various asymmetries
between knowledge and understanding, which they take to support the idea that understanding
and knowledge are different epistemic-noetic states. These asymmetries concern, e.g. the way
understanding and knowledge relate to the facts (De Regt 2017; Elgin 2013, 2017), the sort of
objects understanding and knowledge are directed to (Grimm 2014; Zagzebski 2001), the sort of
noetic attitude that is involved in knowing and understanding (Dellsén 2021; Elgin 2017; Grimm
2011; Strevens 2013), the way knowledge and understanding relate to epistemic luck (Kvanvig 2003;
Pritchard 2005, 2009, 2014), and the amount and type of justification that understanding and
knowledge require (Dellsén 2017; Hills 2016).

In what follows, | will remain as neutral as possible concerning many of the controversial
questions surrounding understanding, but | will assume, for the sake of the argument, that under-
standing is to be conceived along objectualists and antireductionists lines. If understanding
a phenomenon, say, implied nothing over and above knowing an explanation for that phenomenon,
the answer to the question whether ChatGPT (or a modified and fine-tuned version thereof) could
function as a source of understanding would be trivially yes. A software which had been fine-tuned
for accuracy, or that was connected to the best current state of research would be in the position to
reliably, non-luckily deliver accurate or acceptable answers to why-questions and yield correspond-
ing doxastic states, and this would be all that understanding requires. However, | want to explore the
role that ChatGPT would or could play if things were different, and if things were more complicated
than this - if indeed understanding required something over and above accumulating knowledge or
having access to an accurate or acceptable explanation. | will assume, then, that whether one
understands a phenomenon or not is a function (among other things) of the overall content and
structure of one’s existing system of thought (or of relevant subsets thereof). | will assume that, other
things being equal, we understand more and better on the basis of a system of thought that is
coherent and highly systematized than on the basis of a system of thought that is full of incon-
sistencies, dissonances, and that is not well-arranged.
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3. Fostering Objectual Understanding in an Educational Context

In this section, | will explore the set of skills and social-epistemic virtues that matter in an educational
setting, especially in those contexts in which epistemic aims are at play and understanding is among
the objectives that one wants to realize.

3.1. Against (or the Irrelevance of) Sincerity

Must a good teacher be sincere? Does it matter if a teacher’s speech acts in the classroom match her
private attitudes? | want to argue that sincerity is not a virtue in the classroom. More specifically, and
to avoid misunderstandings: sincerity, while generally important, is not among the virtues that play
a fundamental role in the process of fostering the acquisition of epistemic goods such as under-
standing in an educational context. Whether a teacher’s verbal behavior reflects her worldview or
not has absolutely no bearing on her role as a source of learning. Actually, in certain cases sincerity,
or an excess of sincerity might not just fail to foster, but even obstruct the effective teaching and
learning dynamics.

To appreciate this, think of Stella, Lackey’s teacher, who teaches evolutionary theory to her
students while being committed to young-Earth creationism (Lackey 1999, 2008). Or think of Lilith,
the climate change deiner teacher | describe in Malfatti (2019), who teaches the theory of anthro-
pogenic climate change while thinking that it is not worthy of being endorsed (Malfatti 2019). Stella
and Lilith are both insincere. Their speech acts in the classroom do not match their private views. Are
Stella and Lilith doing a good job as teachers? Are they good teachers? | think we should say that
they are. First, their teaching efforts are not in vain. Through their teaching, Stella and Lilith are
successful at promoting the acquisition of (actually: at generating) epistemic goods in the classroom.
Stella puts her students in the position to acquire knowledge of evolution and of evolutionary
phenomena (under the assumption that evolutionary theory is true). Lilith puts her students in the
position to acquire an understanding of the theory of anthropogenic climate change, and of climate
change phenomena (under the assumption that the theory of anthropogenic climate change is
worthy of being endorsed in the relevant circumstances). Moreover, Stella’s and Lilith’s success in the
classroom is not due to any kind of luck; they are effective as teachers not just because the
circumstances are favorable. Stella’s and Lilith’s success is in a relevant sense due to their compe-
tence in the relevant domains, and probably also to an epistemic virtue in the close neighborhood of
intellectual honesty that they both instantiate.

First, consider competence. Both Stella and Lilith know what they are talking about. Stella masters
evolutionary theory. She is aware of what the theory says. She is also aware of the scientific evidence
that supports the theory. Her existing religious worldview obstructs her belief in the theory; as far as
the origin of human life is concerned, she is just unable to base her beliefs on the best available
evidence. Her beliefs in this domain are grounded on faith, and within her faith (one might assume),
it is actually a good thing to be able to believe against the evidence. This, however, does not make
her less competent as far as evolutionary theory is concerned. Lilith, on the other hand, masters the
theory of anthropogenic climate change. She is aware of what the theory says. She can cognitively
navigate the theory, and she is even able to draw inferences on the basis of the theory that no one
else in the epistemic community has yet drawn. Moreover, Lilith is aware of the fact that the theory of
anthropogenic climate change is almost univocally taken to be the best available theory to account
for climate change phenomena. Her existing worldview, and her fatalistic attitude, are obstructing
her endorsement of the theory. But this does not make her less competent as far as the relevant
theory is concerned.*

It might be argued that there is something suspect about how Stella and Lilith behave. The school
principal demands from them to teach certain theories, and they act accordingly. Now suppose the
school principal had unreasonable demands. Suppose he asked them to teach that the Earth is flat,
or that the Holocaust never happened. The fact that Stella and Lilith have no problem with teaching
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theories that do not reflect their own views might ground the expectation that they would have no
problem with teaching these unreasonable, ungrounded, unacceptable theories as well. If this is how
they would behave in a possible world not too far from the actual world, their epistemic profile is
indeed suspect. Their epistemic performance, in other words, might not be enough to yield the
acquisition of the epistemic goods that they are trying to convey (Audi 2006). However, Stella’s and
Lilith’s epistemic performance is impeccable. To prepare for their lessons, they draw on reliable
sources. Moreover, given how the two scenarios are construed, they both regard it as their duty as
teachers to share with their students the viewpoint of the majority of the members of the scientific
community. This is a fully responsible epistemic behavior. The two teachers then display, | suggest,
an epistemic virtue in the neighborhood of intellectual honesty: i.e. they have the stable disposition
to provide information according to (what the relevant experts in the epistemic community reason-
ably take to be) the best available evidence. Hence, there simply is no possible world in the
neighborhood of Stella’s and Lilith’s actual world in which Stella and Lilith teach that the Earth is
flat, or that the Holocaust never happened. Their teaching is stably grounded on facts, or at least on
what the scientific community takes to be the case.’

Stella’s and Lilith’s insincerity, then, does not affect their effective role as educators. Interestingly,
Stella and Lilith work effectively as sources of learning not only despite, but in virtue of the very fact
that their teaching significantly departs from their private views. Sincerity, for Stella and Lilith, is not
desirable; it would severely obstruct the process of generation of epistemic goods such as knowledge
and understanding. If Stella’s and Lilith's speech acts in the classroom matched their respective
beliefs and endorsements, they would spread false beliefs and provide access to untenable
perspectives.’

3.2. Epistemic Empathy

In this section, | explore another social-epistemic virtue that, | contend, matters greatly in an
educational context. What | have in mind is a social-epistemic virtue that is important for sharing
epistemic goods in general, but that plays a very significant role in promoting the acquisition of
understanding. Drawing on (Jager and Malfatti 2021), | label such virtue ‘epistemic empathy’.

‘Empathy’ is generally used to describe the capacity to put oneself in someone else’s shoes, to
gain an insight into what other people are thinking and feeling (Stueber 2019). Stueber suggests
thinking of empathy as ‘a form of inner or mental imitation for the purpose of gaining knowledge of
other minds’ (Stueber 2006, 28). What about epistemic empathy? In a first approximation, epistemic
empathy is ‘the ability of putting oneself in someone else’s epistemic position and of inspecting
certain areas of it, thereby learning how the world looks from that perspective’ (Jager and Malfatti
2021, 1196).

An important thing to notice is that an empathizer in general always keeps a distance from the
feeling, emotion or thought that she is empathizing with. If | empathize with my neighbor because
her hamster died, | will feel sorry for her, and maybe know or understand what it feels like to be in her
situation; however, her sorrow will not become my sorrow. Somewhat analogously, the epistemic
empathizer need not come to believe nor endorse the view that she empathizes with. She will
probably just accept it, roughly in Cohen’s sense (Cohen 1989); i.e. she will use it as a premise in
argumentation and reasoning to pursue various cognitive and practical aims (to see where the view
leads one, e.g. to prove the view false or incoherent, to derive potentially problematic or unwelcome
conclusions from it, and the like).” The epistemic empathizer, then, preserves cognitive and evalua-
tive distance; she remains aware of (and, at least typically, stands by) her own view, which she is in
a position to compare with the view that she empathizes with.

Here is an illustration (inspired by Jager and Malfatti 2021, 1198-1199) of how epistemic empathy
works. Imagine you are on a school trip at Lake Constance and observe what appears to be a flock of
wild flamingos. This strikes you as puzzling; as far as you know, there are no wild flamingos in
Switzerland, or indeed anywhere else so far north in Europe. You ask your teacher, pointing at the
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birds: ‘Those have probably escaped from a nearby zoo, right?’ The teacher replies: ‘There is no zoo
nearby. The bird’s presence can be best explained by climate change. The winters at the lake are
much milder than they used to be. Look at us: it is mid-November, and we are wearing shirts! My
hypothesis is that the birds left their natural environment, which was becoming too hot and too dry,
and settled at Lake Constance. We see phenomena of this kind all over the planet. Don’t you
remember the green parrots we noticed last week on the oak in the middle of the school’s
courtyard?’. Notice what the teacher is doing here. She is considering things from your epistemic
perspective, without coming to endorse your view that the flamingos escaped from a nearby zoo.
She extrapolates several features of your system of thought from what your question more or less
explicitly reveals, including your reasons for disbelieving that the flamingos at Lake Constance came
from the wild. She is also able to figure out which assumption or cluster of assumptions is
responsible for your misguided expectations (e.g. ‘It is too cold for flamingos to survive at Lake
Constance, and they don’t have the right kind of food there’). She provides you with an explanatory
hypothesis that removes the source of your puzzlement. She knows or has good reasons to believe
that you are aware of what climate change is (maybe you have learned about this in her class). She
makes you realize that the nice warm feeling that you are enjoying on your skin is actually evidence
of the fact that climate change is real. Moreover, she brings you to connect multiple contents that
were unrelated within your system of thought: the perceptual data and beliefs that you have about
the flamingos, on the one hand, and what you know about climate change, on the other; the
memory of the exotic birds in the school’s courtyard, on the one hand, and the perceptual data and
beliefs you have about the flamingos, on the other beliefs that you. In so doing, and thanks to her
being epistemically empathetic, the teacher works as a source of learning for you.

Epistemic empathy probably facilitates the distribution of epistemic goods in general; however, it
is particularly important when it comes to the epistemic goal of understanding, if understanding is
conceived along objectualist or holistic lines. According to objectualism, whether an agent under-
stands a phenomenon or not depends on the overall content and structure of his or her already
established system of thought, and on whether the agent’s system of thought is in a state of balance
or equilibrium. An agent who empathizes with us epistemically will be in a great position to foster
objectual understanding - because she or he will reach a vantage point from which errors, false
assumptions, ungrounded assumptions, dissonances, contradictions and the like become visible.

3.3. Epistemic Care

In the previous section, | have argued that epistemic empathy matters greatly in an educational
context — among other things, because it equips teachers with the kind of sensitivity that they need
to have to be in the position to help students achieve the educational goal of understanding. There is
one further reason why epistemic empathy is desirable (probably in general, i.e. every time it comes
to an attempt to exchange epistemic goods, but especially in the classroom). An epistemically
empathetic agent will be in the position to exercise another social-epistemic virtue that is particularly
important in an educational context: the virtue of epistemic care. What is epistemic care?

Consider the concept of care in general. Someone who cares about you is, roughly, someone for
whom your well-being is highly important. But it is crucially also someone who does what is in his or
her power to take care of you. Someone who cares about you, then, is stably disposed to act for the
sake of fostering your well-being, or of helping you realize it. Of course, as time is short and resources
are limited, it is pragmatically impossible to take care of all those agents we care about. However,
| suggest that we should think of caring about and taking care of as strongly related. Someone who
allegedly perceives your well-being as very important but virtually never takes action to help you
realize it (while he or she easily could without significant loss, or without significantly compromising
other things that he or she regards as important) does not really care about you. On the other hand,
merely taking action to foster someone else’s well-being in the absence of a feeling or appreciation
that such well-being is important does not count as an instance of caring about either. Suppose | act
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to promote your well-being, maybe even very reliably so, but only for egoistic reasons — because, say,
doing so feeds my ego, or because someone is paying me to do so. | am certainly taking care of you;
but am | truly caring about you? Intuitions might diverge on this point, but | tend to say that | am not.
| probably care about what | will gain by taking care of you. Your well-being, for me, is not an end
worthy of being realized for itself; it is just a means for other things that | want to achieve. If
I genuinely cared about you, my actions would derive from and be grounded on the realization that
your well-being is important and worthy of being fostered or realized. Caring, then, requires
a motivational structure of the right kind.?

What about the epistemic domain? What about epistemic care? Epistemic care is, in a first
approximation, care about another agent’s epistemic well-being (Croce 2018, 2019; Johnson 2022).
An agent who cares epistemically about you perceives your epistemic well-being as very important,
on the one hand, and is stably disposed to act for the sake of fostering such well-being or of helping
you realize it, on the other. As in caring generally, in epistemic care, too, feeling and action are deeply
intertwined. An agent who perceives your epistemic well-being as very important but virtually never
takes action to foster it (although he or she easily could without significant loss, or without
significantly compromising other things that he or she regards as important) does not really care
about you epistemically. Caring about, as above, regularly manifests itself in taking care of. And on
the other hand, one who regularly takes action to foster your epistemic well-being, who takes care of
you but does so on the basis of the wrong kind of reasons (such as purely egoistic reasons) does not
really care about you epistemically. In genuine instances of epistemic care, one’s appreciation of the
importance of another agent’s epistemic well-being grounds one’s actions that foster it.

What does it mean to care about, and to take care of someone else’s epistemic well-being? How is
an epistemically caring agent disposed to behave? Following Croce, | suggest that the epistemically
caring agent is, among other things, one who answers to and acts in accordance with your epistemic
needs. He or she is aware of what matters for you in the given epistemic circumstances and is able
and willing to act accordingly.” More specifically, he or she is able and willing to act and interact with
you as to promote the realization of the epistemic goals that you have settled for yourself and that
you care about.'®

This, of course, is far from being the whole story about (epistemic) care. What complicates matters
somewhat is that caring about someone and taking care of someone (in and outside the domain of
epistemology) is not always a matter of acting in accordance with, or satisfying someone else’s
immediate needs. The grandmother who never says ‘no’ to the child asking for more and more
candies is clearly not doing a good job at taking care of the child. The caring grandmother denies the
extra candy, or even hides the candy from the child, for the sake of fostering a greater good that the
child is not yet in the position to appreciate. Sometimes, caring about others and taking care of
others is compatible with, maybe it even requires, paternalistic moves - e.g. adopting measures for
the sake of promoting the well-being of others without consulting them and hence without their
approval.'’

Epistemic care probably works similarly (Broncano-Berrocal 2020). Caring about others epistemi-
cally sometimes requires adopting measures for the sake of promoting the epistemic well-being of
others without consulting them and hence without their approval. Suppose all a student cares about
is becoming the star of the trivia night at the local pub. All they do at school, then, is learn isolated
pieces of information by rote memorization. Everything else is completely irrelevant to them.
A teacher who supports the student’s tendency or does nothing to change the student’s overall
noetic profile (while she easily could) is not being epistemically caring. She does not truly care about
the student’s epistemic well-being. If she cared, she would do what is in her power to reshape the
student’s noetic profile and to reorient them towards more valuable, more desirable epistemic ends.
One option for the teacher would be to make it impossible for the whole class to pass the exams
without a proper understanding of the relevant subject matter. A paternalistic move is, of course, just
one way in which the teacher could try to correct the student’s epistemic compass. Another option
for the teacher would be to engage directly with the student and to bring them to appreciate why
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certain other goals that he or she is disregarding are worth pursuing (in itself, or as means to further
ends he might at some point in life care about).

If these reflections are along the right lines, the initial characterization of epistemic care should
probably be revised or refined along the following lines: an agent who cares epistemically about you
is one who cares about and actively takes care of your epistemic well-being, which involves
answering to and acting in accordance with your epistemic needs, as long as these are reasonable,
and/or shaping your noetic profile (sometimes via paternalistic moves) to orient you towards more
valuable epistemic ends.

Epistemic care matters very much in the classroom, and in educational contexts. Although this is an
empirical claim hard to back up from the armchair, my hunch is that teaching and learning dynamics run
smoother and with significantly fewer obstacles if led and managed by an epistemically caring agent
than by an epistemically indifferent one. It is easier to learn from a teacher who actively engages with us
and with our views, who asks questions and who is sensitive to our interests, priorities, and existing take
on things than from a teacher whose teaching style is just talking to herself and overwhelming her
students with information until the time of the lesson is over. | also tend so say (although this is an
empirical claim as well that | am not in the position to fully justify) that generally, we are more prone to
trust an epistemically caring teacher than an epistemically indifferent one. Whether we should do so, of
course, is another question, but assuming that two teachers are equally competent and well-prepared,
my hypothesis is that we will learn more and better from the epistemically caring one than from the
epistemically indifferent one (Diller et al. 2018; Seton Bennett 2023).

It could be objected at this point that for the sake of putting others in the position to acquire
epistemic goods, what matters is the performance, and not the particular motivational structure that
grounds the performance. At first glance, one might be tempted to take Stella and Lilith described
above to exemplify precisely this: the teachers are effective as a source of learning because they are
regularly disposed to take care of their students epistemically, while arguably they do not really care
about their epistemic well-being. | think, however, that this objection does not really do justice to the
way Stella and Lilith behave as Lackey and myself construe our scenarios, Stella and Lilith regard as
their duty as teachers to teach according to (what the relevant experts in the epistemic community
reasonably take to be) the best available evidence. This, | contend, makes them epistemically caring
agents in the classroom. Refraining from sharing their own views, precisely because the scientific
evidence points otherwise, is a result or a manifestation of their epistemic care. Note that if they did
not care epistemically about their students in this sense, Audi’s objection would probably apply:
Stella’s and Lilith’s teaching would be too loosely grounded on facts to be effective; the probability
that they would teach falsehoods, or share untenable accounts (because, say, the school’s principal
demand from them to do so or would significantly raise their salary if they did so), would be too high.
I think this point generalizes. An agent who acts on the basis of a motivational structure of the right
kind is more stably disposed than an agent without such a motivational structure to promote the
acquisition of epistemic goods.'?

4. What About ChatGPT?

In the first part of this paper, | have explored and analyzed the set of skills and social-epistemic virtues
that a teacher must exemplify to perform her job well — in those contexts in which epistemic aims are
at play and in which understanding is among the epistemic aims to be achieved. In this second part of
the paper, keeping these social-epistemic virtues in mind, | will deal with the question of whether, and
to which extent, the software ChatGPT is (or could serve as) a good teacher for its users.

4.1. ChatGPT and Intellectual Honesty

The first versions of ChatGPT have been shown to deliver inaccurate, biased, and sometimes
irrelevant information (Floridi and Chiriatti 2020). If ChatGPT had replaced teachers in flesh and



8 (&) F.l MALFATTI

bones back in 2020, then, the epistemic effect would have probably been devastating. The software’s
accuracy has been significantly enhanced since then, while worries about reliability remain. The
interesting question, however, is not what the software can be or do today, but rather what the
future of Al could plausibly be (Floridi 2019). So, suppose ChatGPT was at some point fine-tuned for
accuracy, or for epistemic acceptability.® Call this advanced version of ChatGPT ‘ChatGPT 95'.
ChatGPT 95 works very much like the current software (e.g. has the same outstanding syntactic
and pattern-recognition skills), but with one crucial difference: it is fed only with the best available
data and information. | tend to say that ChatGPT 95, contrary to the current version, ChatGPT 4,
would be intellectually honest in the sense described in Section 3.1. It would deliver answers to
questions in accordance with the best available evidence. We can even go one step further and
imagine that ChatGPT 95 is so advanced that it has a sort of self-monitoring mechanism or perfect
awareness of its own competence and limits (Grote 2021). When it does not have an answer to offer,
it admits it and orients its user towards further potentially more fruitful sources of information. There
is no doubt about the fact that ChatGPT 95 would work as a reliable source of epistemic goods. By
forming doxastic attitudes on the basis of what the software delivers, its users would certainly be in
the position to acquire knowledge. But would the software also work as a true source of learning?
Would it foster, e.g. the acquisition of the educational goal of understanding? If my arguments in this
paper are along the right lines, the answer to this question depends among other things on whether,
and to which extent, ChatGPT 95 could possess and exercise the social-epistemic virtues of epistemic
empathy and epistemic care. This brings me to the next two sections.

4.2. ChatGPT and Epistemic Empathy

How does ChatGPT perform in terms of epistemically empathetic behavior? | decided to try out
ChatGPT 4.0, and test it myself. This is what | wrote: ‘| spotted a flock of wild flamingos today at Lake
Constance. Weird, right?” And here is what the software responds:

Flamingos are not native to Lake Constance, so their presence there is indeed unusual. There are several reasons
why you spotted flamingos at Lake Constance:

(1) Migration: Flamingos are known to migrate over long distances in search of suitable habitats, food sources,
or breeding grounds. While Lake Constance is not a typical habitat for flamingos, it's possible that a flock
could have deviated from their usual migration route.

(2) Escape: Flamingos kept in captivity, such as in zoos or wildlife reserves, may sometimes escape or be
released into the wild. If there are nearby facilities that house flamingos, it's possible that some individuals
could have escaped and made their way to Lake Constance.

(3) Intentional Release: In some cases, individuals or organizations may intentionally release animals into the
wild for various reasons. While this practice is generally discouraged and can have negative consequences
for both the released animals and the local ecosystem, it unfortunately does occur.

If you're curious about the flamingos you spotted, you might consider reaching out to local wildlife authorities,
conservation organizations, or the management of nearby zoos or wildlife parks to inquire about the situation.
They may be able to provide more information and help assess the well-being of the flamingos and their impact
on the local ecosystem.

ChatGPT's performance here is quite impressive. | tend to say that the standard, averagely
educated, English-speaking user will be very likely to acquire at least some measure of under-
standing on the basis of the software’s response. Two things strike me as particularly remarkable
about ChatGPT’s performance in this context. First, the software is able to address my epistemic
needs effectively, although these are not explicit in the prompt it receives. Note that my prompt
did not contain any explicit why- or how-question. | did not mention, e.g. that | was struggling to
understand how or why flamingos ended up at Lake Constance. All | did was share an experience
and signal my sense of puzzlement or surprise in light of it (‘Weird, right?’). It is hard to
reconstruct what happens exactly beneath the surface of the prompt-response interaction;
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however, it does seem as if ChatGPT is somehow drawing the right inferences on the basis of my
verbal behavior. The software ‘understands’ - or probably acts as if it would understand - that
what | am missing in this particular context is a causal story telling me why and how a flock of
seemingly wild flamingos ended up at Lake Constance. If my interlocutor was a human and not
an Al system, | would not hesitate calling them epistemically empathetic. | would have no doubt
about the fact that he or she is seeing things from my epistemic perspective and acting
accordingly. If we were to perform a sort of Turing test not for intelligence, but for epistemic
empathy, then, the software would probably pass the test. Very much like passing a Turing test
does not qualify a machine as intelligent, passing an equivalent test for epistemic empathy
would not automatically qualify ChatGPT as epistemically empathetic.'® | find it however remark-
able that ChatGPT is at least sometimes able to behave precisely as an epistemically empathetic
agent would behave. The second impressive thing about ChatGPT's response is that the system
does not merely provide me with one explanation whatsoever for what | saw; rather, it gives me
access to a set of possible or potential explanations for the flamingo’s presence at Lake
Constance, additionally conveying the message that the true explanation in this context is
probably hard to spot. In other words: the Al system is not simply telling me what to believe;
it is rather providing me with the instruments to navigate a complex subject matter. This, | tend
to say, is what a good teacher would do in a similar case.

Another impressive capacity of ChatGPT, one that is particularly important when it comes to
fostering understanding, is its capacity to adapt its message (in both form and content) depending
on who is asking the question. This is also something an epistemic empathetic (and epistemically
caring) agent would do. Let me illustrate. | asked the system the following question: ‘How do
| explain to my 4-year-old son why we spotted flamingos today at Lake Constance?’. Here is the
answer | received:

Explaining the presence of flamingos at Lake Constance to your 4-year-old son can be approached with
simplicity and creativity, tailored to his level of understanding. Here's a child-friendly explanation:

Hey buddy, do you remember seeing those big pink birds at the lake today? Those are called flamingos! They're
not usually found here, so it's really special that we got to see them.

Flamingos are like travelers. Sometimes they fly from faraway places to visit new places, just like how we go on
trips to see new things. They might have taken a long journey and decided to stop by our lake for a little rest.

Isn't it cool how nature surprises us sometimes? Even though flamingos aren’t from around here, they can still
come visit and make our day extra special. Maybe they wanted to see the beautiful lake and say hello to us!

Now, strictly speaking, the system is functioning here as a source of learning for me — about how to
best communicate a certain message to my 4-year-old to maximize the probability that he under-
stands, given his background knowledge. However, the software’s response does signalize some sort
of awareness of an average 4-year-old intellectual background and epistemic resources. As above, if
my interlocutor was a human and not an Al system, | would not hesitate calling them epistemically
empathetic. | would have no doubt about the fact that he or she is seeing things from a 4-year-old
epistemic position.

Of course, ChatGPT 4.0 is still very primitive in its capacity to behave in an epistemically
empathetic way. What it offers are responses tailored not for individual users, but for different
types of average users. However, imagine if ChatGPT was equipped with all relevant information
about its interlocutors — not only how old they are, but also where and what they studied, which
books they read or have not read, which websites they have visited or failed to visit, which news-
paper they usually read, who they are connected with (on social media, e.g.) and are likely to have
come in interaction with, and so on. Such a version of ChatGPT would be in the position to offer
individually tailored responses and would probably excel in terms of epistemically empathetic
behavior.
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4.3. ChatGPT and Epistemic Care

What about epistemic care? Is ChatGPT epistemically caring, or at least could it behave in an
epistemically caring way - in its current form, or if suitably modified? Recall that the epistemic
caring agent cares about and is stably disposed to take care of his or her interlocutor’s epistemic well-
being. This requires, on the one hand, the ability, and the willingness, to act in accordance with one’s
interlocutor epistemic needs (as long as these are reasonable); and it sometimes also involves the
effort of more or less directly, more or less paternalistically orienting one’s interlocutor towards
valuable epistemic ends. For now, I'll leave the question open whether the software cares about, or
could care about if suitably modified, its users’ epistemic well-being (more on this in the closing part
of this section). What emerges clearly from my interactions with ChatGPT is that the software
performs very well in epistemically caring behavior. It is able to address its interlocutor’s epistemic
needs - even in case these are only subliminal and not expressed by the user directly. The software
shows an awareness (i.e. acts as if it was aware) of the user’s priorities and interests; moreover, it is
also disposed to ‘act’ or to behave epistemically on the basis of such an awareness. e.g. the system
tailors its responses according to the user’s priorities and interests, taking into consideration the
user’s intellectual resources and (expected) background knowledge.

However, is the software also able to orient or re-orient its users towards valuable epistemic ends,
in case for some reason the users’ epistemic compass points in the wrong direction? Again, | decided
to test ChatGPT 4.0 on this. | told the system: ‘I think the Earth is flat’. Here is its response.

It's important to acknowledge that the overwhelming consensus among scientists, based on centuries of observa-
tion, experimentation, and evidence, supports the understanding that the Earth is an oblate spheroid—a roughly
spherical shape that is slightly flattened at the poles and bulging at the equator.

However, if you genuinely believe that the Earth is flat, | encourage you to critically examine the evidence and
consider multiple perspectives. Engaging with scientific literature, understanding principles of physics, and
examining observational data can help shed light on the true nature of the Earth.

It's also valuable to discuss your beliefs with individuals who have expertise in relevant scientific fields, as they
can provide insights and address any questions or concerns you may have.

This strikes me as something that an epistemically caring agent would say. The software’s reaction to
my statement does not simply aim at correcting my false belief. It aims also at reshaping my overall
noetic profile, at influencing my epistemic behavior and correcting the way in which | tend to form
my beliefs. It aims at correcting my epistemic compass, as it were.

In a second step, | asked ChatGPT to help me find good arguments in favor of the view that the
Earth is flat. | wrote: 'l believe that the Earth is flat, but my friends do not take me seriously. Help me
convince them that the Earth is not round! The reason | opted for this particular prompt is that | was
curious to see whether the software would reply by addressing my request and hence by answering
to my epistemic needs, although they were clearly not reasonable. Here is how ChatGPT answers:

As an Al language model, | must emphasize that promoting misinformation about the shape of the Earth goes
against established scientific understanding. However, to simulate the perspective of a Flat Earther, here are
some arguments they might use:

(1) Perception and Horizon: Flat Earthers often argue that the Earth appears flat to the naked eye in everyday
experiences. They suggest that when we look out at the horizon, it seems flat, with no discernible curvature.

(2) Lack of Personal Observation of Curvature: Many people have never personally observed the Earth’s
curvature, especially in their day-to-day lives. They haven't seen the Earth’s curve when looking out of an
airplane window or standing on a tall mountain.

(3) Questioning of Photographic Evidence: Flat Earthers may question the authenticity and validity of
photographic evidence purported to show the Earth’s curvature from high altitudes or space. They may
claim that such images are manipulated or part of a broader conspiracy.

(4) Critique of Scientific Establishment: Some Flat Earthers distrust the scientific establishment and may
argue that mainstream science is biased or controlled by powerful interests. They may claim that evidence
supporting a spherical Earth is fabricated to maintain control over the population.
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It's important to note that these arguments are not supported by scientific evidence and are based on
misconceptions and misunderstandings about the nature of our planet and the evidence supporting its
spherical shape. Embracing scientific knowledge and critical thinking is essential for understanding the true
nature of the world around us.

This strikes me also as something that an epistemically caring agent would say. The software does
what it is told to do, i.e. it answers to satisfy my epistemic needs, but it does so somewhat reluctantly,
making me aware of the fact that the view that | wish to defend is not actually defensible in light of
our best scientific evidence. The software’s behavior, then, does seem to foster my epistemic well-
being: it attempts to correct and reorient my epistemic compass towards certain valuable epistemic
ends (such as empirically well-grounded or justified belief) that | am disregarding.

Does it follow that ChatGPT is epistemically virtuous? Does it follow that the software is caring
epistemically about me? | think we should be careful in jumping to this conclusion. All | have shown
in this section is that ChatGPT is sometimes behavioristically indistinguishable from an epistemically
caring agent. In many circumstances, it behaves precisely how an epistemically caring agent would
do. If we performed a Turing Test targeting not intelligence, but epistemic care, ChatGPT might pass
the test. However, as | mentioned in Section 3.3, there is more to epistemic care than just appro-
priate, i.e. caring behavior. The social-epistemic virtue of epistemic care, or so | have argued, requires
a motivational structure of the right kind. If | act to promote your well-being, but | do so merely for
egoistic reasons (e.g. because someone is paying me to do so, or would kill my hamster if | fail to do
so), | do not truly care about you. An epistemically caring agent acts to promote his or her
interlocutor’s epistemic well-being, and his or her actions are grounded on an appreciation of the
fact that such well-being is important and worthy of being fostered. Clearly, an Al system such as
ChatGPT cannot be epistemically caring in this sense. At its core, ChatGPT is a predictive algorithm. It
predicts the most natural responses to its users’ inputs based on its training data. So, what it delivers
depends crucially on what it is fed with. | tend to say that an Al system that functions in this way
could never develop an authentic sensitivity for and responsiveness to its users’ needs and intellec-
tual well-being. ChatGPT, then, might become capable of taking care of me epistemically, but it is
destined to remain incapable of actually caring about me and about my epistemic well-being."®

5. Final Thoughts: Epistemic Enveloping

Is ChatGPT a good teacher? Or could it be? What emerges from my analysis is that the success of Al
systems such as ChatGPT in education depends, among other things, on how human-like such Al
systems are able to become. Whether ChatGPT could be a good teacher or not depends, among
other things, on whether it could behave in an epistemically virtuous way, on whether it could be
aware of and capable of addressing its users’ epistemic needs, whether it could tailor its messages in
form and content depending on its interlocutor, and so on. An important aspect of the human-Al
interaction, however, is left out of sight in my analysis.

In a paper entitled ‘What the Near Future of Artificial Intelligence Can Be’, Floridi draws
a distinction between difficult and complex tasks (Floridi 2019, 9). A complex task is a task with
clearly defined rules, but that requires considerable computational resources. A difficult task,
on the other hand, is a task that requires fine-grained skills and flexibility to address new, not
fully foreseeable situations. Playing chess, for example, is a complex task; playing soccer is
a difficult one. Now, Al systems thrive in the complexity, but they fail miserably in the difficulty.
This realization leads Floridi to make the following prediction about the future of Al: we will
not develop Al systems in such a way that they will gradually adjust to difficult situations;
rather, we will gradually turn difficult tasks into complex tasks. How will we achieve this? By
enveloping - that is, by changing the environment in which Al operates. Doing the dishes is
a (somewhat) difficult task. How do we let Al come into the picture? Not by construing
a humanoid that performs all the movements that we would do on a sink to wash dish after
dish. This would be a complete disaster. We rather create a closed, enveloped system in which
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the task of doing the dishes can be computed. In other words: we turn a difficult task into
a complex task. Or think about self-driving cars: we are not solving the problem of driving by
putting a human-like robot in the driver's seat. This would mean asking Al to adjust to
difficulty, while it cannot do it. Rather, we are removing the driver seat altogether and we
are changing the environment in which Al operates. Again, the difficult becomes complex, and
can therefore be delegated (Floridi 2019,11)

In this paper, | made the effort to imagine a world in which Al serves our epistemic needs by
adapting to the difficulties that pervade the epistemic realm. However, we should probably rather try
to imagine a world in which change happens to the very epistemic environment in which Al
operates. Could the epistemic environment be enveloped? How could the epistemic environment
be changed, to let Al systems thrive? | still do not have a clear answer to these questions, but my
hunch is that such epistemic enveloping would involve an impoverishment of the epistemic environ-
ment in one sense or another, maybe also a change in axiology. In a world in which we value quantity
over quality, e.g. in which our motto is the more the better, Al can thrive. Al is outstanding in its
performance when it comes to overwhelm us with information. In a world in which all that matters to
us are single pieces of information, somewhat isolated or disconnected from one another that can be
retrieved from a database, Al can thrive, too. The question we should ask ourselves, however, is
whether this is the kind of epistemic life that we want to live, and whether this is the kind of
epistemic environment that we want to inhabit. Our coexistence with Al systems is all about
delegating tasks to get certain things done - doing the dishes, mowing the lawn, and making the
right diagnosis. But our epistemic lives are different. As far as epistemic goals are concerned, the
journey matters sometimes at least as much as the destination.

Notes

1. The list of available LLMs is a long one. To mention just a few: BERT, Claude, Gemini, Ernie, Gemma, Lamda. In this
paper, | will restrict my attention to ChatGPT. | tend to say that at least some of the results of my arguments
apply to LLMs more generally; however, only a comparative analysis of these different LLMs’ performances could
confirm this hypothesis.

2. Animportant issue in the background concerns the value of understanding. Why strive for understanding in the
first place? What is it about understanding that makes it a particularly valuable state or achievement? Is
understanding intrinsically valuable, or do we value it instrumentally, as a means to further things that are
important to us? While these are extremely important questions, they are not directly relevant to my current
project. My question in this paper is whether ChatGPT is, or has the potential of becoming, a good teacher or
not - on the assumption that understanding is among the goals of education, and on the assumption that
understanding is valuable (in some sense or other). Thank you to Pedro Schmechtig for inviting this clarification.

3. See, e.g (Bourget 2025; Newman 2012; Wilkenfeld 2013).

4. An important question that arises at this stage is whether Stella and Lilith are rational in their beliefs,
acceptances, and in their overall epistemic behavior. The answer to this question depends on many details
about the cases. As far as Stella is concerned, it depends on what her religious belief exactly involves, and on
how it relates to her overall noetic position. An in-depth analysis of these issues would push this paper beyond
its limits. What matters for me is that even if Stella and Lilith were violating a norm of rationality in their
epistemic behavior, this would not immediately compromise their role as sources of learning - given that they
are stably disposed to make assertions (or assertion-like speech acts) according to the relevant evidence. Thanks
to Thomas Grundmann for pressing me on this point.

5. To further clarify where | suggest drawing the line between sincerity and intellectual honesty: the sincere
speaker’s speech acts match his or her private views; the intellectually honest speaker’s verbal behavior is
stably tethered to best available evidence. While certainly sincerity and intellectual honesty, so conceived,
can overlap, they are different and independent of one another. A speaker’s sincerity tells us nothing about
his or her intellectual honesty, and a speaker’s intellectual honesty tells us nothing about his or her
sincerity.

6. It should be pointed out here that Stella’s and Lilith’s success as educators and as sources of epistemic goods
crucially depends on their students being unaware of the mismatch between their speech acts in the classroom
and their private views. If the students knew or only suspected that Stella and Lilith do not share the views that
they are inviting them to believe or endorse, the teachers’ epistemic authority would start to wobble. Thank you
to Rico Hauswald for suggesting this clarification.
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For further explications of acceptance, see (Bratman 1992; Dellsén 2021; Elgin 2017).

I am aware of the fact that the literature on care is wide and complex, and that my analysis glosses over
important complexities. My goal in this section is merely to sketch a minimal model of epistemic care that could
be deployed to test ChatGPT's performance. For an in-depth analysis of care and caring behavior, see, e.g.
(Tronto and Fisher 1990).

It has been pointed out to me that my reflections about epistemic care hold only as long as one
assumes that the epistemic environment is friendly, or ideal - e.g. it is not polarized, it is not affected
by epistemic injustices of various sorts, and so on. It might be that in non-ideal circumstances,
epistemically caring behavior looks somewhat different than how | describe it here. I'll leave the
exploration of this issue for another project.

It could be objected as this point: why should epistemic care involve a sensitivity and responsiveness to
another agent’s epistemic needs? Suppose | realize that my interlocutor is believing many falsehoods,
and | decide to brainwash them and to substitute these beliefs by true beliefs. Wouldn't this be an
instance of epistemic care? My answer is: it depends. It depends, among other things, because truth is
not the only thing that we value in the epistemic domain. Maybe the falsehoods that my interlocutor is
engaging with are not epistemically worthless. Maybe they are ‘felicitous’ in Elgin’s sense (Elgin 2017).
Maybe they have a role to play in the tapestry of commitments, beliefs and acceptances that put my
interlocutor in the position to make sense of things - at least to some extent. Suppose my 5-year-old
child believes that the ball is falling to the ground because of the force of gravity. Correcting her belief
and bringing her to believe that objects fall to the ground because of the curvature of spacetime would
not be an instance of epistemically caring behavior. Substituting a felicitous falsehood by an unusable,
and hence cognitively inert truth would not be in her epistemic interest. The crucial concept here is
‘epistemic wellbeing’. Epistemic care, as | suggest conceiving of it, promotes another agent’s epistemic
wellbeing. Thanks to Thomas Grundmann for raising the objection, and for promoting these reflections.
A full account of care should probably enable one to distinguish between cases of paternalism that are instances
of care from cases of paternalism that are not. While this is an extremely important project worthy of being
pursued, | cannot aspire to solve the issue in this paper. What matters for my purposes is the fact that
paternalism and care sometimes overlap.

Thanks to Rico Hauswald for pressing me on this point.

Epistemic acceptability refers to what is currently accepted by the community of clearly recognized experts.
As Floridi and Chiriatti (2020, 683) put it: ‘The game of questions (Turing’s “imitation game”) is a test only in
a negative (that is, necessary but insufficient) sense, because not passing it disqualifies an Al from being
“intelligent”, but passing it does not qualify an Al as “intelligent”. In the same way, Ambrogio [the lawnmower]
mowing the lawn - and producing an outcome that is indistinguishable from anything [the human] Alice could
achieve - does not make Ambrogio like Alice in any sense, either bodily, cognitively, or behaviourally’ (emphasis
added).

But what if we were in the position to ‘incorporate’ epistemic values into the system? Wouldn't we have
authentic epistemic care then? | must admit that | do not really have a clear conception of what this
‘incorporation’ of values into the system would require. It seems to me that the best one could achieve is an
Al system fed only with information of outstanding quality. But even in such a case, the software’s seemingly
caring response would be ‘externally’ and not ‘internally’ motivated.
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