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Think Outside the Box 

Four Essays on AI, Context, Response, and Human Judgment 

Part 1: Beyond the Door - Must We See Inside to Understand? 

By Ed Woods, June 2026 

 

Author’s Note on the Cover Image 

The illustration on the cover depicts a man seated at a desk, working on a laptop. 
Before him stands a large black box. Behind it, several closed doors line the wall. 
The arrows show the movement from the doors to the box. 

The man does not try to open the doors. He does not inspect the box. He keeps 
working from where he is. 

The image invites reflection on the central question of this essay: whether 
understanding artificial intelligence requires access to what occurs inside the 
system, or whether the question points us toward a different place where 
understanding begins. 

 

Abstract 

Artificial intelligence is often described as a black box. Much of the discussion 
surrounding it focuses on what happens inside the system and how inputs 
become outputs. This essay considers a different question. Do we need to know 
how a system works inside before we can judge how to use it, its value, or our 
responsibility in relation to it? By treating AI as a black box for the purposes of 
inquiry, the focus shifts away from the internal processes and toward the 
conditions under which the answer is used. 
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Opening the Phrase 

Most of us have heard the expression "think outside the box." 

It is a familiar phrase. Usually, it appears when someone encourages us to 
consider a different way of seeing a problem or situation. The problem has been 
framed within a boundary, and the phrase asks us to look beyond it. The goal is 
not necessarily to think harder. It is to think differently. 

The box, in this sense, defines the limits of our attention. 

 

A Different Kind of Box 

Artificial intelligence introduces another kind of box. 

AI is often described as a black box. Much of the public conversation focuses on 
what happens inside it: the structures, processes, and hidden steps that turn 
input into output. 

The people who design and study AI have good reasons to focus on those 
mechanisms. 

 

Treating AI as a Black Box 

This essay takes a different perspective. 

For the purposes of this discussion, we will treat AI as a black box. Not because 
its internal workings are unimportant. Not because transparency lacks value. We 
will do so because the inside of the system is not the focus of the exploration 
here. 

 

Understanding in Layers 

Most people are not trying to build AI systems. 

They are trying to use them. 



 

 
5 

 

They are trying to decide whether a response is useful, whether information is 
accurate, whether a recommendation is reasonable, and whether a conclusion 
should be trusted. 

That is a different kind of understanding. 

A person can drive a car without understanding the chemistry of combustion. 

A person can use a smartphone without understanding semiconductor 
manufacturing. 

A person can ride an elevator without calculating the forces on the cables. 

None of this suggests that the underlying science lacks importance. 

It simply recognizes that understanding exists in layers. 

There is a difference between understanding how something works and 
understanding how to engage with it responsibly. 

That distinction becomes important with AI. 

 
The Assumption Behind Visibility 

AI is often called a black box because people cannot see inside it. From that, 
many conclude that they cannot truly understand it. Or, to put it another way, 
understanding is assumed to depend on visibility. 

I am not convinced that assumption always holds. 

 

Where Understanding Begins 

Understanding often begins somewhere else. 

It begins with context. 

It begins with intention. 

It begins with the questions we ask and the reasons we ask them. 
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It continues through the responses we receive and the judgments we make about 
them. 

The box may generate an answer. 

Understanding emerges in the relationship between the answer and the person 
receiving it. 

 

The Essays That Follow 

That relationship exists outside the box. 

This observation becomes the starting point for the essays that follow.  

Part 1: Beyond the Door — Must we see inside to understand? 

In this essay, we begin by questioning the assumption that visibility and 
understanding are the same thing. 

Part 2: The Real Black Box — Why do we demand explanations from machines 
but not from ourselves? 

We often demand explanations from machines while accepting mystery within 
our own thinking. Few people can fully explain intuition, insight, recognition, or 
creativity, yet we rely on them every day. The next essay explores that tension. 

Part 3: The Mirror in the Machine — How does context shape response? 

f understanding is not found solely inside the system, then the role of context may 
be larger than it first appears. Questions, assumptions, framing, and intent all 
influence what comes back. 

Part 4: What Comes After the Answer? — What remains the responsibility of 
human judgment? 

A response can be generated. Judgment cannot be delegated so easily. Someone 
must still decide what is accurate, what is relevant, what should be trusted, and 
what consequences follow. 
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Together, these essays are less concerned with what happens inside the box than 
with what happens around it. That is where this exploration begins. 

 

Author’s Governance Note 
This essay was developed through AI-assisted drafting and deliberate human 
review, guided by the ARC Framework, Human-Governed AI Authorship, and Craft 
Authorship. 

AI assisted with drafting, revision, and review. It did not determine authorship or 
make final decisions. 

I am the author of this essay because I exercised judgment over what was 
proposed, rejected what did not belong, accepted only what reflected my intent, 
and take responsibility for the final work.  

 

Governance References: 

• ARCFramework.ai 

• HumanGovernedAI.com  

https://arcframework.ai/
http://www.humangovernedai.com/
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• CraftAuthors.com  

 

Read more Measured Resonance essays at:  

ReefFlowEssays.com 
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“Human first. Tools second. Responsibility, always.” ™ 

 

This essay may be shared for non-commercial, educational purposes with 
attribution. 
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