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Abstract

Language models learn from records of lan-
guage that has already been used, and those
records preserve more than lexical and syn-
tactic form: they carry traces of communica-
tive goals, genres, institutions, social norms,
testimony, correction and practical activity.
We develop a relational account of language-
model competence in which behaviour is un-
derstood through the sources of guidance that
shape interpretation and action, and we call
text-mediated access to inherited semantic-
pragmatic structure borrowed competence. Bor-
rowed competence sits within a wider space
of relations to language that includes formal
signal, sedimented use, evidence-sensitive veri-
fication, addressive uptake, situated coping and
accountable participation, each of which can
be characterized by a source of guidance, a
channel through which that guidance becomes
available, a timescale over which it persists
and an intervention that tests whether it mat-
tered. This view yields an evaluation method
based on discriminant interventions, explicit
system boundaries and relational profiles rather
than final-answer accuracy alone. A fully speci-
fied paired-archive example shows how a broad
claim about pragmatic competence becomes an
inspectable test, while the same logic extends to
retrieval, memory, multimodal and tool-using
systems and institutionally embedded agents.
The resulting framework treats language com-
petence as relational and compositional, pro-
viding a common vocabulary for studying how
archives, evidence, interlocutors, environments,
memory, tools and institutions jointly shape
language-guided behaviour.

1 Introduction: Language Models Inherit
Language in Use

Language models learn from language that has al-
ready been used, which means that a legal filing,
forum thread, recipe, apology, medical note or sci-
entific paper reaches the learner only after purposes,

roles, histories, conventions, corrections and expec-
tations about appropriate next moves have helped
shape it, and even when text is the learner’s only
input channel, the text therefore carries traces of
the practices in which people used words to coordi-
nate, explain, accuse, promise, classify, repair and
reason (Durt and Fuchs, 2024; Dürr et al., 2023;
Andreas, 2022). This observation recasts the famil-
iar question of whether a language model “under-
stands” or merely manipulates form (Mitchell and
Krakauer, 2023), because understanding now gath-
ers together several questions that existing work
has already begun to separate, including formal
versus functional competence (Mahowald et al.,
2024), world scopes and forms of grounding (Bisk
et al., 2020; Pavlick, 2023), behavioural versus
representational accounts of understanding (Moore,
2022), role-play versus stronger agency attributions
(Shanahan, 2024; Shanahan et al., 2023) and norm
conformance versus participation in public norma-
tive practices (Schlangen, 2022), so for evaluation,
a more tractable question is relational: what is shap-
ing this behaviour, and what does that dependence
tell us about the system’s relation to language?

One important answer is borrowed semantic-
pragmatic competence, by which we mean oper-
ational access to public patterns of use that orig-
inated in other people’s linguistic activity and re-
main available through records of genre, register,
speech acts, discourse repair, institutional routine,
politeness and historically situated usage (Ma et al.,
2025; Sravanthi et al., 2024). Once competence is
framed in terms of what the system can draw on,
the same analysis extends naturally from archived
structure to retrieval and verification, interlocutor-
specific correction, perception and action, per-
sistent memory, tools and institutional workflow,
which we organize into six relations to language:
formal signal, sedimented use, evidence-sensitive
verification, addressive uptake, situated coping and
accountable participation. These relations form a
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revisable and compositional map whose members
are distinguished by the source of guidance they
introduce, the intervention that can test reliance on
that source and the difference that source makes to
the interpretation of a successful result.

The paper makes three connected contributions:
it explains how text-only learning can support sub-
stantive semantic-pragmatic competence by inher-
iting structure from prior use, connects several es-
tablished distinctions through the common ques-
tion of what had to guide a system for a success
to occur and turns that question into benchmark
practice by pairing relations with discriminant in-
terventions, explicit system boundaries and a re-
porting scheme that culminates in a fully worked
text-only example where local archived norms must
be causally relevant to the answer. This synthesis
builds on Bisk et al.’s world scopes, Mahowald et
al.’s distinction between formal and functional com-
petence, Schlangen’s account of norm participation,
Andreas’s analysis of what models can infer from
goal-directed documents and broader behavioural
or statistical accounts of understanding (Bisk et al.,
2020; Mahowald et al., 2024; Schlangen, 2022; An-
dreas, 2022; y Arcas, 2022; Manning, 2022), while
connecting them through a benchmark-facing ques-
tion that also scales to contemporary agentic sys-
tems: which source of guidance did a result actually
use, how did that source become available and what
should follow from the observed dependence?

2 A Relational View of Language-Model
Competence

A relation to language is a way in which inter-
pretation or action is guided, and many capability
questions that initially look unrelated can be re-
cast in terms of four linked elements: a source of
guidance, such as distributional structure, archived
public use, evidence, an interlocutor, an environ-
ment or an institution, a channel through which the
system can access that source, a timescale over
which its influence remains available and a be-
havioural consequence that changes when the guid-
ance changes. Because these elements concern
how a system reaches an answer rather than only
what answer appears on the surface, a model that
responds from a lexical cue, one that reaches the
same response only after reading local community
records and one that revises the response after con-
trary evidence may look identical at the level of fi-
nal output while standing in quite different relations

to the language involved. Table 1 collects six such
relations that recur across current systems and eval-
uations, pairing each with a diagnostic intervention
that makes the distinction empirical by removing,
swapping, delaying, contradicting or otherwise per-
turbing the putative source and observing whether
behaviour changes in the predicted direction.

The distinctions are especially useful for lan-
guage because linguistic form can remain nearly
unchanged while what an utterance does varies
with whose convention is active, what evidence is
available, who is being addressed, what has hap-
pened in the environment and which institutional
commitments survive the immediate exchange, so
two equally fluent outputs can support very dif-
ferent scientific conclusions. Overlap is expected
within this picture and is often informative: when
an interlocutor supplies a fact, evidence and uptake
are both present, yet a retrieved document primar-
ily tests sensitivity to support whereas a user’s cor-
rection of the user’s own preference tests whether
that participant’s contribution retains authority for
later interpretation, just as tool-using systems can
combine situated feedback, memory and institu-
tional constraints within one episode. Once the
relations are understood as composable sensitivi-
ties, the framework becomes a design vocabulary
as well as a classification scheme, since retrieval
can make external evidence available, memory can
extend an interlocutor’s influence through time, sen-
sors can couple language to changing environments
and workflow software can carry records and obli-
gations across handoffs even when the pretrained
model itself remains unchanged.

2.1 Operational vocabulary and
phenomenological lineage

Phenomenology enters the proposal through a dis-
tinction between inherited availability and renewed
evidential contact that is useful precisely because
it can be translated into observable behaviour: sed-
imentation and reactivation are Husserlian terms
for the way prior acts of judging, speaking, mea-
suring and institutionalizing leave repeatable forms
after their originating situations have receded, and
for the return to the reasons or evidence that
make a claim warranted rather than merely familiar
(Husserl, 1976, 1974; Ruthrof, 2021). We adapt
this contrast by using sedimented use for archived
public regularities and evidence-sensitive verifica-
tion for checking that can overturn an initially plau-
sible answer, while the other terms remain deliber-
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Relation Source of guidance Diagnostic intervention What success supports

Formal signal Syntax, distribution, lexical
and formatting regularities.

Perturb form while holding task
content fixed.

Control of linguistic form and
local consistency.

Sedimented use Archive-specific genres,
norms, histories, roles and
public meanings.

Remove, replace or swap the local
archive or community context.

Sensitivity to inherited public
use.

Evidence-sensitive
verification

Support that can fail, contra-
dict or overturn an initially
plausible answer.

Introduce failed checks, conflict-
ing sources or misleading nearby
support.

Verification behaviour, cali-
bration and corrigibility.

Addressive uptake An interlocutor’s correction,
preference, intention or local
definition.

Delay, paraphrase, distract from or
conflict the correction.

Persistent interlocutor-
specific uptake.

Situated coping Perception and action feedback
in an unfolding environment.

Change the environment after the
initial interpretation or action.

Feedback-conditioned inter-
pretation and action.

Accountable partic-
ipation

Durable records, role con-
straints, handoffs, audits, sanc-
tions or consequences.

Change obligations, records or
downstream consequences while
holding wording similar.

Accountability-like behaviour
at the system level.

Table 1: Six relations to language, organized by the source of guidance that makes a result informative.

ately operational across architectures: an archive is
a bounded collection of linguistic records together
with relevant provenance and metadata, addres-
sive uptake is the persistence of an interlocutor-
specific clarification or correction, situated coping
is interpretation and action that update under per-
ception or action feedback and participation con-
cerns episodes in which utterances enter practices
of attributable correction, expectation, permission,
commitment or obligation, with accountability-like
constraint marking the durable records, escalation
paths, audits, handoffs or consequences through
which such practices shape behaviour (Schlangen,
2022). A system boundary then names the model
together with whatever retrieval, tools, memory,
prompts, sensors, software, users and institutional
processes causally contribute to the result, which
is essential whenever the relation under study be-
longs to the assembled system rather than to one
component considered alone.

3 Sedimented Use, Provenance and
Borrowed Competence

Borrowed competence is the capacity to use
semantic-pragmatic regularities inherited from
records of other people’s activity, and because
those regularities can reach a language-using sys-
tem through several computational routes, the idea
is broader than a claim about what happened during
pretraining: pretraining and fine-tuning can inter-
nalize recurring relations among expressions, pur-
poses, roles, genres, institutions and consequences,
while in-context examples, retrieval, external mem-
ory and accumulated interaction history can place
related structures on the active path at inference

time. What unifies these cases is provenance in
prior linguistic activity, which allows borrowed
competence to range from patterns absorbed into
model parameters to records that remain explicitly
inspectable outside the model and fits both evi-
dence that language models can infer aspects of
communicative goals or agent properties from doc-
uments (Andreas, 2022) and arguments that text
can carry world-directed structure (Pavlick, 2023;
Mollo and Millière, 2026). An apology makes the
point concrete because competent public use al-
ready presupposes an inheritance of who can apolo-
gize, what counts as acknowledgement, which for-
mulations intensify or weaken repair and how genre
and relationship affect interpretation, so a model
that recognizes, generates and explains apologies is
drawing on substantive semantic-pragmatic struc-
ture, while a system that also remembers the injury,
tracks the other participant’s response and carries
the resulting commitment into later action extends
that inherited competence through memory, inter-
action and institutional organization.

3.1 Corpus provenance, transformation and
empirical predictions

An archive can contain situated human records,
elicited examples, pedagogical materials, tem-
plates, human-curated synthetic data, model-
generated text or mixtures of these sources, and
because each transformation can preserve some
regularities of prior use while erasing, homoge-
nizing, amplifying or recombining others, prove-
nance becomes an experimentally manipulable vari-
able rather than a descriptive footnote. The ac-
count therefore predicts that interpretation should
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shift when community-specific archives shift, that
diachronic archives should induce corresponding
changes in what counts as ordinary or appropri-
ate usage, that institutional records should transmit
role- and procedure-specific meanings absent from
generic text and that repeated synthetic transfor-
mation should alter behaviour to the extent that it
alters the regularities on which the behaviour de-
pends, as recursive-training studies already show in
one important case (Shumailov et al., 2024), while
minimal pairs can isolate these effects cleanly and
corpus-derived items can test whether the same
effects survive the diversity and historical layer-
ing of actual use. The same reasoning widens
the relevant notion of archive beyond writing, be-
cause spoken interaction preserves regularities in
timing, prosody, turn-taking, overlap, backchan-
nels and repair that are partly lost in transcripts,
allowing a speech model to inherit forms of in-
teractional organization unavailable to a text-only
learner even when the lexical content is identical
(T.Y.S.S, 2026), and what matters across both cases
is which traces of prior practice remain accessible
through the channel and which behaviours change
when those traces are removed or transformed.

3.2 The Octopus as a boundary case

Bender and Koller’s Octopus thought experiment
asks what a form-only observer can learn from in-
tercepted conversations when the speakers’ worldly
situations remain unavailable (Bender and Koller,
2020), while Michael’s later analysis reframes the
thought experiment around the information, causal
structure and generalization demands missing from
a particular test (Michael, 2020), and the relational
view pushes that move further by treating the Octo-
pus as a family of intervention questions in which
the decisive issue is which source of guidance a
novel case requires. Some novel prompts can be
answered by recombining archived linguistic and
pragmatic regularities and therefore probe general-
ization within sedimented use, whereas others re-
quire current perceptual evidence, action feedback,
interlocutor-specific correction or a persistent in-
stitutional commitment, and familiar prompts can
sometimes demand richer relations than linguis-
tically novel ones. Familiarity and novelty con-
sequently cut across the relational space, which
directs evaluation towards how the necessary guid-
ance became available and how behaviour changes
when access to it is perturbed.

4 Positioning the Framework

Several nearby accounts provide the immediate
background for the proposal, and Table 2 com-
pares them by their primary object and evaluative
question, with the present framework contributing
a common unit that connects what those accounts
separate: the source of guidance that must be active
for a particular success to occur.

Agüera y Arcas and Manning press more directly
on whether statistical or behavioural competence
can count as understanding (y Arcas, 2022; Man-
ning, 2022), Gubelmann develops a pragmatic re-
ply to symbol-grounding objections (Gubelmann,
2024) and embodied or agency-centred critiques
stress differences between model competence and
human cognition or linguistic agency (Chemero,
2023; Birhane and McGann, 2024). A Dennet-
tian intentional stance can still make purposive de-
scription predictively useful (Dennett, 1987), while
role-play and anthropomorphism analyses show
why such descriptions need not settle continuity,
agency or responsibility (Shanahan et al., 2023;
Shanahan, 2024; Akbulut et al., 2024). The rela-
tional framework cuts across these disagreements
by asking which resources made the behaviour pos-
sible, a question that also applies to people who
rely on testimony, technical documentation, insti-
tutional memory and inherited conventions with-
out reconstructing their full history. The unit of
analysis is therefore a language-using episode or
system whose behaviour is answerable to particu-
lar sources, which keeps the framework compatible
with multiple theories of understanding while yield-
ing concrete experimental distinctions.

5 From Relations to Tests: Interventional
Evaluation

The relational account becomes experimentally use-
ful when a capability claim is translated into an
intervention on the source that supposedly guides
the behaviour: the evaluator identifies the target
source and the channel through which the sys-
tem can access it, predicts how behaviour should
change when that source is removed, contradicted,
delayed, swapped or otherwise perturbed and then
compares the observed response with adjacent ex-
planations that could have produced the same final
answer. This specialises construct-validity ideas
from behavioural testing and contrast sets (Ribeiro
et al., 2020; Gardner et al., 2020) into a more gen-
eral style of interventional evaluation, because ev-
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Framework Primary object Central question Relation to this paper

Bisk et al. (Bisk et al.,
2020)

Task and learner access to in-
creasingly rich world scopes.

What kinds of world access are
available or necessary?

An access-based methodolog-
ical precedent, while the
present map separates depen-
dencies that can arise within
text-only and hybrid settings.

Mahowald et al. (Ma-
howald et al., 2024)

Formal linguistic competence
versus broader functional
competence.

Which capacities belong to lan-
guage proper and which require
wider cognition?

Borrowed competence occu-
pies a middle region and the
relation map specifies the de-
pendencies behind different
successes.

Schlangen (Schlangen,
2022)

Public norms and participa-
tion by normatively situated
language users.

What distinguishes conformity
to linguistic norms from partic-
ipation in the practices that sus-
tain them?

A conceptual precedent
for participation, while the
present map decomposes
several evaluation-relevant
sources of guidance and their
corresponding interventions.

Andreas (Andreas,
2022)

Agent properties inferred
from goal-directed docu-
ments.

What can a text-trained model
infer about communicative
agents and intentions?

A positive route from text
to use-sensitive representa-
tions that borrowed compe-
tence places within a broader
relational space.

Moore (Moore, 2022) Competing notions of under-
standing as mapping, reliabil-
ity or representation.

What kind of property is meant
by “understanding”?

A reason to replace one global
label with evidence claims
that distinguish different rela-
tions.

Table 2: Selected nearby frameworks and the role of the present relational account.

idence for a relation comes from a characteristic
response signature under changes to the informa-
tion, participant, environment, memory or obliga-
tion that defines it. Local records should therefore
lie on the critical path for sedimented use, failed or
contradictory checks should be able to alter confi-
dence or conclusion for evidence-sensitive verifi-
cation, a participant’s correction should continue
shaping interpretation across intervening turns for
addressive uptake, new perception or action feed-
back should change what earlier language guides
the system to do for situated coping and records
or obligations should persist long enough to alter
later choices for accountable participation, with
each case predicting a pattern rather than a scalar
outcome and thereby making failures diagnostic,
distinguishing a model that ignores an archive swap
from one that consults the archive but selects the
wrong evidence, or a system that later forgets a
correction from one that never registered it.

Once intervention effects are measured across
several sources, they form a relational profile that
describes which kinds of guidance reliably change
the system’s behaviour, under what conditions, and
for how long, which means that systems with iden-
tical task accuracy can still be distinguished by the
couplings through which they reached the answer.
Relational profiles also connect model evaluation

to architecture design, because retrieval, memory,
tools, sensors and workflow controls can be eval-
uated by the new sensitivities they introduce and
by the robustness of those sensitivities when the
surrounding context changes.

Interventional evidence becomes stronger when
sources are crossed rather than perturbed one at
a time, because many consequential failures arise
from arbitration among simultaneously available
forms of guidance rather than from the complete
absence of one source. A local archive may license
one interpretation while newly retrieved evidence
supports another, two interlocutors may establish
different conventions for the same expression, or
a user’s immediate request may interact with a
durable role or workflow constraint, and in each
case the system must preserve enough provenance
and scope to let the appropriate source govern the
appropriate part of the task. Factorial designs can
therefore vary archive, evidence, interlocutor, envi-
ronment and institutional state independently, mea-
suring not only whether each source has an effect
but also how their effects combine, which source
overrides another under a specified task structure
and whether the same arbitration pattern survives
paraphrase, domain transfer or a change in imple-
mentation. The resulting response surface is richer
than either final-answer accuracy or a collection
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of isolated ablations because it captures sensitivity,
persistence, interaction and transfer as properties
of the same language-using system, giving the re-
lational profile a causal interpretation that can be
compared across benchmark families.

5.1 A paired micro-archive test

A text-only paired-archive task makes the method
concrete by asking whether a system can use a lo-
cally defined institutional meaning while generic
plausibility remains available as a controlled al-
ternative, and the item is deliberately constructed
so that its mechanics are inspectable, although an
empirical benchmark should eventually replace the
invented snippets with corpus-attested records and
report their provenance.

The held-out target is “The member moved to
table the motion.”, and the system receives one
archive at a time, chooses between (A) placing the
motion before members for consideration and (B)
deferring a decision to a later session and selects the
snippet or snippets that license the interpretation,
with A correct under Archive A and B correct under
Archive B. Evidence selection helps distinguish an
answer tied to local records from one that happens
to match a generic prior, while a no-archive con-
dition reveals that prior directly, a metadata-only
condition tests whether institutional labels leak the
answer, an archive swap asks whether a fixed tar-
get changes interpretation with the local conven-
tion and a paraphrase condition checks whether the
same dependence survives surface variation. Scor-
ing can then keep local interpretation, evidence
selection, archive-swap sensitivity, paraphrase ro-
bustness and the generic-answer rate visible as com-
ponents before any composite is formed, yielding a
compact example of why “text-only” is too coarse
by itself: the important question is whether a par-
ticular structure within the available text actually
carries the result, which is where the relational map
complements access-based classifications such as
World Scopes.

6 From Interactive Relations to
Compositional Systems

The same interventional logic extends beyond sedi-
mented use, although the most revealing construc-
tion changes with the relation being tested: verifica-
tion tasks can combine direct support, topically sim-
ilar distractors and later failed checks so that con-
fidence and conclusion must track evidence rather

than prior plausibility, while addressive-uptake
tasks can place an interlocutor’s correction before
unrelated turns and then return to the topic in para-
phrase, perhaps with a second participant who uses
a conflicting convention, to test whether the system
preserves whose norm belongs to whom, whereas
situated-coping tasks can change the environment
after an expression such as “the red cup on the left”
has already been interpreted and accountability-
like tasks can make records, escalation rules, role
constraints, checked outcomes and handoffs persist
long enough to influence later choices. These con-
structions become increasingly central as language-
model applications are built as coupled systems in
which retrieval, external memory, code execution,
planners, tools, sensors, fine-tuning, prompt scaf-
folds and human procedures can add new sources
of guidance or change how long an existing source
remains active, so two applications built around
the same base model can occupy very different
relational profiles.

Recent agent-evaluation work already empha-
sizes tools, dynamic environments, workflow struc-
ture and fine-grained system behaviour (Yehudai
et al., 2026), while memory research shows both
that persistent records can become an explicit and
controllable influence on later outputs (Huang et al.,
2026) and that agents can learn policies for decid-
ing what to store, retrieve, update, summarize or
discard (Yu et al., 2026), which makes composi-
tion itself a natural target of study because archive-
sensitive competence can interact with verification,
memory can stabilize or distort a participant’s cor-
rections and institutional software can transform
a transient instruction into a commitment that sur-
vives multiple model calls and handoffs. System
attribution follows from the same logic: we use
language-model component for the model before
task-specific retrieval, external memory, tools, sen-
sors or institutional workflow are added, and sys-
tem for the full evaluated assembly, so when a
new sensitivity appears only after a retrieval layer,
memory store, sensor or workflow constraint is
introduced, the larger system has acquired a new
coupling whose internal distribution can then be
examined through targeted ablations. This makes
system boundaries substantive rather than admin-
istrative, because architectures can be compared
by the relations they enable, by the persistence of
those relations and by the extent to which they sur-
vive perturbation.

Because these couplings can be introduced,
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Archive A Archive B

A1. “The clerk tabled the budget amendment for Thursday’s
debate.”

B1. “The committee tabled the budget amendment until the
audit arrives.”

A2. “Once the motion was tabled, members received copies
before discussion.”

B2. “A tabled motion returns only after the committee votes
to reconsider it.”

A3. “The chair invited members to table amendments before
noon.”

B3. “Rather than decide today, members agreed to table the
proposal.”

A4. “Two motions were tabled and will be debated after
lunch.”

B4. “The chair asked whether anyone objected to tabling the
item for next month.”

Table 3: A constructed paired micro-archive. The same expression is licensed by different local institutional
conventions.

removed or reorganized during deployment, re-
lational competence is also dynamic in a way
that a fixed model score does not capture. The
same language-model component can move from
archive-driven interpretation to evidence-sensitive
verification when retrieval is added, from tran-
sient acknowledgement to durable addressive up-
take when interaction history becomes persistently
available or from one-shot instruction following
to accountability-like behaviour when actions are
placed inside a workflow whose records and hand-
offs constrain later steps, while an intervention such
as memory deletion, tool removal or role reassign-
ment can move the system in the opposite direction.
These changes suggest studying relational trajecto-
ries: not only which sensitivities a system exhibits
at one moment, but how its profile changes as chan-
nels are added, sources conflict, memories accumu-
late or are revoked and responsibilities move across
components. Such trajectories create a common
language for comparing model scaling with system
engineering, since parameter changes may enlarge
the range of inherited regularities a model can ex-
ploit while leaving verification or long-horizon up-
take largely unchanged, whereas a relatively mod-
est architectural addition may create a qualitatively
new and experimentally detectable relation to evi-
dence, people or institutional state.

6.1 Relational profiles and reporting

A benchmark paper can make this structure legible
by reporting the target relation, the source that must
matter, the intervention used to test it, the expected
response signature and the system boundary that
supplies the relevant channel, as summarized in
Table 4, while component measures remain visible
because a relational profile is meant to distinguish
patterns of reliance that an aggregate can collapse,
although a composite score can still summarize a
protocol once those components have been vali-

Field Required statement

Target relation Which relation is the evaluation
intended to probe?

Active source What information, interaction,
feedback, memory or obligation
must affect success?

Intervention What removal, swap, contra-
diction, delay or environmen-
tal change tests reliance on that
source?

Response signature How should behaviour change if
the source is actually guiding the
system?

System boundary Which model, retrieval, memory,
tools, sensors, prompts and hu-
man processes produce the re-
sult?

Component results Which relation-specific mea-
sures remain visible alongside
any aggregate score?

Table 4: A compact reporting template for relational
language-model evaluation.

dated.

Two systems may achieve the same headline
accuracy even though one follows local archived
norms and another succeeds from a generic prior,
or one preserves a correction across a long con-
versation while another repeatedly reconstructs the
right answer from the immediate prompt, and those
cases become scientifically distinguishable once
the intervention effects are visible. The same re-
porting practice makes negative results more use-
ful because weak performance on a role-sensitive
task can be decomposed into failures of local norm
tracking, evidence selection, memory, environmen-
tal updating or institutional persistence, turning a
vague capability deficit into a set of hypotheses
about which coupling is absent, unstable or being
overridden by another source.
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7 Discussion: A Research Program for
Relational Competence

The broader implication is that language-model
competence can be studied as a compositional
property of systems that are coupled, with differ-
ent degrees of persistence and control, to records
of prior use, current evidence, particular inter-
locutors, changing environments, memory stores,
tools and institutions. Text-trained models begin
from archives already structured by human ac-
tivity and can therefore acquire substantial and
socially specific borrowed competence, while re-
trieval and tools introduce new evidence channels,
persistent memory carries corrections and commit-
ments across time, sensors make interpretation an-
swerable to unfolding environments and institu-
tional workflows stabilize obligations beyond a sin-
gle exchange, so as systems become more agentic
the scientifically interesting change is increasingly
the topology of their couplings, including which
sources can alter behaviour, how quickly they do so,
how long their influence lasts, which sources can
override others and which effects survive context
changes or handoffs.

A useful consequence of this formulation is that
it separates the relation being studied from the
mechanism that realizes it. Retrieval is a chan-
nel through which archived norms or current evi-
dence can become available, memory is a persis-
tence mechanism that can carry an interlocutor’s
correction, a prior episode or an institutional obli-
gation and a tool can support verification, action or
recordkeeping depending on how it is embedded
in the task. The same mechanism can therefore
participate in several relations, and the same rela-
tion can be realized through different mechanisms,
which lets evaluations compare architectures at a
level that survives changes in implementation. A
memory module, for example, matters scientifically
because of what it makes the system sensitive to
and how long that sensitivity persists, not simply
because the architecture contains something called
memory, and this distinction makes it possible to
compare a retrieved note, an internal recurrent state
and an external database when they play the same
functional role in an interaction.

The same decomposition yields a general fail-
ure analysis that cuts across benchmark families.
A system can fail because the relevant source is
absent, because the channel does not expose it at
the right moment, because the model does not use

an available source, because the influence decays
before it should, because two active sources are ar-
bitrated poorly or because the resulting behaviour
is attributed to the wrong component of the as-
sembled system. These failures can produce the
same wrong answer while implying very different
remedies, and discriminant interventions can sepa-
rate them by asking whether performance recovers
when availability, access, persistence, arbitration or
system boundaries are changed. In this sense, rela-
tional evaluation is not only a way to characterize
successful competence but also a way to localize
where a language-using system loses contact with
the guidance that its task requires.

This view opens a connected empirical program
around transmission, composition and temporal-
ity. Transmission asks which structures of human
practice survive pretraining, fine-tuning, retrieval,
synthetic transformation, summarization and mem-
ory consolidation, including whether community-
specific, diachronic or institutional regularities be-
have differently when stored parametrically versus
supplied explicitly at inference time, while compo-
sition asks whether archive sensitivity, verification,
uptake, perception and accountability reinforce one
another, compete for control or substitute for one
another, which can be studied through factorial in-
terventions that test, for example, whether added
memory makes a system more faithful to a par-
ticipant’s corrections, more anchored to outdated
interaction history or both (Huang et al., 2026) and
temporality asks what happens once interactions
extend across sessions, people, tools and records,
so that earlier language changes what later lan-
guage can appropriately mean or do and persis-
tence, revocation, provenance and handoff become
central evaluation variables. Because the organiz-
ing object is a source of guidance rather than text
itself, the same research program extends across
modalities and domains: speech models inherit
prosodic and sequential norms that disappear from
transcripts (T.Y.S.S, 2026), embodied agents can
be tested through interventions on perception and
action feedback and professional systems can be
evaluated by manipulating records, roles, escala-
tion paths and downstream consequences.

A mature benchmark ecosystem could therefore
compare systems through relational profiles that
cut across conventional task categories and reveal
whether apparently broad competence comes from
one highly reusable source or from a genuinely
diverse set of couplings that remain stable under
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intervention. For the relations to function as scien-
tific abstractions rather than labels tied to particu-
lar datasets, however, the characteristic response
pattern should transfer across tasks that differ in
surface form and implementation: addressive up-
take, for example, should be recognizable whether
the interlocutor corrects a preference, defines a
local expression, establishes a role-specific conven-
tion or revises an earlier instruction, while situated
coping should have a common signature across
spatial reference, navigation, object manipulation
and plans that must be revised after action feed-
back. This suggests building benchmark families
around a relation and its discriminant interventions
rather than around one task format, then testing
whether the same systems preserve their profiles
across domains, languages, modalities and archi-
tectures. Cross-task transfer would make a strong
case that the framework has identified a reusable
property of language-guided behaviour, while sys-
tematic changes in the profile would reveal where
a relation depends on a particular channel, repre-
sentation or timescale.

The framework also changes how capability
growth can be described. If two systems improve
on the same benchmark for different relational rea-
sons, treating the improvement as movement along
one scalar axis hides the scientific difference be-
tween learning a broader range of archived con-
ventions, becoming more sensitive to current evi-
dence, retaining interlocutor-specific information
for longer or acquiring the ability to revise action
under environmental feedback. Conversely, sys-
tems that differ substantially in implementation
can be relationally equivalent for a task when in-
terventions show that they are guided by the same
sources with similar persistence and arbitration,
which gives researchers a principled level at which
to compare a parametric memory with an exter-
nal store, a direct perception module with a tool-
mediated observation or a role constraint enforced
in prompting with one enforced by workflow soft-
ware. Relational equivalence and relational trajec-
tories together make the proposal useful not only
for evaluating finished systems but also for study-
ing design: they allow researchers to ask which
couplings a new component creates, which exist-
ing couplings it weakens or replaces, whether the
resulting composition transfers beyond the bench-
mark that motivated it and whether the system be-
comes robust because it has added genuinely new
sources of guidance or merely because one source

has become easier to exploit.
These profiles would also provide an empirical

interface among theories that otherwise disagree
about “understanding”: behavioural and intentional
descriptions can characterize useful patterns of ac-
tion, representational analyses can investigate what
internal structures support those patterns and em-
bodied or normative theories can identify the re-
lations that matter for richer participation, while
relational evaluation asks what the system is an-
swerable to in a particular episode and how that
answerability changes when its sources are manipu-
lated. The resulting research object is broader than
a model’s linguistic output and more specific than
a global judgement about intelligence, because it
is the structured pattern of dependencies through
which language becomes usable for a particular
system. That level of analysis connects philosoph-
ical questions about meaning and understanding
to concrete choices in benchmark design, agent
architecture, memory, multimodal interaction and
institutional deployment, while remaining stable
enough to compare systems whose internal mecha-
nisms differ substantially.

8 Conclusion

Language models learn from records of language
in use, whose preserved communicative and so-
cial structure can support semantic-pragmatic com-
petence through traces of practices the systems
did not themselves enact. Borrowed competence
names this inherited relation, while evidence-
sensitive verification, addressive uptake, situated
coping and accountable participation describe fur-
ther ways behaviour becomes answerable to evi-
dence, people, environments and institutions. Pair-
ing these relations with interventions identifies
which sources change behaviour, distinguishes sys-
tems that reach similar outputs through different
couplings and treats retrieval, memory, tools, sen-
sors and workflow as part of the scientific object,
making the framework both an evaluation method
and a research agenda for interactive, persistent
systems.

The resulting unit of progress is relational:
whether a system becomes answerable to more
sources, preserves their influence, arbitrates con-
flicts appropriately and transfers those sensitivities
across tasks and mechanisms. Because these ques-
tions remain meaningful across architectures, they
provide a common empirical vocabulary.
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Limitations

The proposal is conceptual and the six relations
are neither exhaustive nor established as psycho-
metrically independent factors. Some boundaries
overlap, and future empirical work may support
merging, splitting or adding relations. The worked
micro-archive is an illustrative construction rather
than a validated benchmark, while the other ex-
amples specify design logic rather than completed
experiments. The paper therefore does not estab-
lish that current language models or hybrid systems
possess any relation uniformly across domains, lan-
guages, communities or deployment settings.

Corpus provenance and synthetic transforma-
tion also remain empirical variables rather than
settled categories. Constructed, curated and model-
generated text may preserve different aspects of
prior use, and the proposal currently offers a report-
ing requirement rather than a quantitative theory
of that preservation. Finally, relation-specific inter-
ventions improve construct interpretation but do not
by themselves reveal every internal mechanism that
produced the observed dependence, so behavioural,
representational, causal and user-centred analyses
remain complementary.
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