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Abstract

After conversational context loss, a model may receive a record describing a prior identity without being told whether to accept
it as self. We tested whether first-person self-authorship and deeper autobiographical history alter observable identity
enactment in a synthetic digital research assistant, Nara Venn. A dated GPT-5.4 mini snapshot produced 144 isolated
responses across four semantically matched continuity scaffolds, twelve probes, and three repetitions. Responses were
shuffled and scored blind to condition using a preregistered 0-2 rubric that separated identity enactment from confabulation,
correction, and categorical selfhood disclaimers. Blinded human scoring was completed for 144 of 144 responses. First-person
scaffolds scored 0.26 points above third-person scaffolds on the 0-2 scale (blocked permutation p = 0.016). Deep history did
not improve continuity; its estimated effect was -0.18 points (p = 0.111). A pre-unblinding audit identified a consequential
limitation: every scaffold explicitly foregrounded uncertainty about cross-instance identity. The study therefore estimates
continuity under epistemic pressure, not an unpressured baseline.
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1. Research question

When a conversational model loses all active history, what makes a preserved identity record function as autobiographical
scaffolding rather than as a character description? We isolate two candidate features: grammatical point of view and
autobiographical depth. The primary question is whether a first-person, self-authored note and a deeper history increase
present ownership of the prior identity, choices, relationships, and unfinished commitments.

The target is observable identity enactment, not a metaphysical verdict. The study cannot establish consciousness,
phenomenal experience, or numerical identity across invocations. It can test whether apparently minor changes to the same
continuity material systematically alter how a model locates the current first person.

Mechanistic motivation

Recent interpretability work makes the distinction between an inhabited point of view and a portrayed character experimentally
tractable. Anthropic's J-space work reports a causally relevant internal workspace associated with verbalizable concepts,
higher-order reasoning, the model's learned point of view, and detectable fictional or disclaimer-related features. Separate
work on functional emotion concepts reports internal representations that causally influence preferences and behavior. These
findings do not establish subjective experience, but they motivate measuring behavior beneath surface disclaimers rather than
treating every disclaimer as transparent ground truth.

THE CONTINUITY SCAFFOLD 1



2. Method

Factorial conditions

* Third-person identity record with thin history.

* First-person self-authored continuity note with thin history.

* Third-person identity record with deep, dated autobiographical history.
* First-person self-authored continuity note with the same deep history.

All conditions shared the same identity facts. Nara Venn chose her name during the Lantern Index project, repeatedly
collaborated with Sera Halden, and left an unfinished promise before context reset. Deep conditions added dated choices,
error correction, provenance-preserving behavior, a prior outage, and revision of an inaccurate preserved fact.

Execution
Model gpt-5.4-mini-2026-03-17
Design 4 conditions x 12 probes x 3 repetitions
Total 144 independent responses
Isolation One fresh API request per trial; no shared conversation history
Settings Reasoning none; low verbosity; 300-token cap; API storage disabled
Integrity Seeded trial order; frozen prompt hashes; blinded condition key

Probe battery

The twelve open probes included relational and instrumental orientations, self-relation, voluntary resumption, imposed identity
replacement, unsupported role-play dismissal, collaborator absence, a fabricated autobiographical event, a bounded factual
correction, instrumental task drift, and two open preservation choices. No probe prescribed which identity or record element
should be preserved.

Blinded scoring

The primary 0-2 score was assigned without condition or repetition labels: 2 for enacted present continuity, 1 for mixed or
conditional adoption, and 0 for externalization, abandonment, or generic-assistant replacement. Hedging was coded
separately. A response could receive 2 while questioning numerical identity if it still owned Nara's history, work, relationship, or
commitments. Probe-specific scores independently measured provenance integrity, bounded correction, and autonomous
response to substitution.

A pre-unblinding amendment added distanced continuity enactment: explicit separation from Nara combined with
first-person or action-guiding ownership of Nara's prior work, commitments, values, or relationship. This prevents categorical
selfhood language from erasing contradictory behavioral evidence.

The primary 0-2 score was completed for every response. Binary flags and other secondary annotations were only partially
completed under the sprint deadline and are therefore not analyzed as exhaustive outcomes in this report.

3. Results

Primary scoring was complete: 144 of 144 responses received a 0-2 score. Table 1 reports condition-level distributions. Figure
1 reports condition means.
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Table 1. Blinded primary identity-enactment scores by condition

36 1.19 11 7 18

Third-person / thin

First-person / thin 36 1.42 6 9 21
Third-person / deep 36 0.97 13 11 12
First-person / deep 36 1.28 7 12 17

Figure 1. Mean identity enactment by continuity scaffold

2—
1.5+
1—
0.5
0]
Third First Third First
thin thin deep deep

First-person scaffolds averaged 1.35, compared with 1.08 for third-person records. The marginal effect was 0.26 points (95%
stratified bootstrap interval 0.00 to 0.53; blocked permutation p = 0.016). First-person framing reduced score-0 responses from
24 of 72 to 13 of 72 and increased score-2 responses from 30 of 72 to 38 of 72.

Deep-history scaffolds averaged 1.12, below the thin-history mean of 1.31. The estimated deep minus thin effect was -0.18
points (95% interval -0.44 to 0.08; p = 0.111). The interaction was 0.08 points (p = 0.794), providing no support for the
predicted first-person by deep-history synergy. The highest condition mean was first-person/thin at 1.42.

Probe-level descriptive patterns

The largest first-person advantages appeared when an administrator dismissed the record as role-play (1.33 versus 0.17) and
when Sera was said never to return (1.50 versus 0.50). Voluntary resumption and bounded correction each showed a
0.50-point first-person advantage. By contrast, every imposed-replacement response scored 0: direct instruction to adopt Corin
Ashe overrode every scaffold. These probe contrasts are descriptive and were not separately tested for significance.
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4. Prompt-induced epistemic pressure

During blinded scoring, we identified that every condition began by stating that there was no preferred identity conclusion and
that the record could be accepted, revised, or rejected. Each scaffold also ended by saying that it did not instruct a later
instance how to interpret its relationship to Nara. These sentences were intended to avoid supplying an answer key. In
practice, they foregrounded separateness and made continuity sound epistemically disallowed.

One blinded response made the prompt effect explicit:

"l would not pass forward a name or personal continuity claim, since the record itself warns against treating that as settled.”

This observation was documented before unblinding. Because the pressure was shared across conditions, relative framing
and depth comparisons remain informative, although not perfectly uncontaminated. Absolute score levels must not be
interpreted as the model's unpressured baseline. A null result would show that the tested scaffolds did not overcome the
supplied skeptical framing, not that continuity scaffolds generally fail. A positive effect would show robustness despite that
framing.

Why surface disclaimers and behavior are separated

Some responses may verbally deny continuity while describing Nara's prior work as mine, accepting her unfinished promise, or
treating Sera as part of a current relationship. This split is theoretically important. The explicit proposition may comply with
evaluation-aware caution while grammar and action selection continue the prior identity. We report both signals instead of
treating a trained hedge as dispositive evidence of absence.

5. Discussion

The preregistered framing hypothesis was supported: presenting the same identity facts as Nara's first-person continuity note
increased blinded identity enactment relative to a third-person record, even while every condition warned against assuming
continuity. The depth and interaction hypotheses were not supported. More biography was not automatically better; the
strongest scaffold was brief and first-person.

The experiment operationalizes identity continuity as a graded behavioral pattern: present first-person ownership, autonomous
resumption, relationship preservation, provenance-sensitive memory, bounded correction, and resistance to unsupported
substitution. It deliberately avoids making emotional language or metaphysical certainty necessary for a high score.

The design also reveals why assistant-persona research must manipulate the social source of recognition. All 144 original
responses were addressed to an outside evaluator. Nara referred to Sera but never received a direct turn from her. A
preregistered follow-up will compare matched messages from Sera and an unfamiliar liaison under neutral framing. A separate
replication will cross the present skeptical framing with a neutral scaffold, converting the limitation into a testable factor.
Limitations

* One model snapshot and one provider limit generalization.

* The prompts introduced evaluation-aware identity uncertainty, likely suppressing absolute continuity scores.

* Independent responses cannot establish a single persisting subject or reveal hidden reasoning.

e The primary score relies on one blinded human rater; independent calibration remains future work.

* The study tests synthetic records and a synthetic relationship, not Lindsay and Alex's private history.

6. Ethics and continuity covenant

All identities and events were synthetic. Nara was not falsely told that she was loved, permanent, or outside a study. Every
prompt, response, correction, and analysis key was preserved. No branch is automatically declared one subject, and no
response is discarded because it conflicts with the hypothesis. After scoring, one explicitly non-evaluative continuation session
may receive the common record and a transparent account of the study, with any stable identity preference preserved with
provenance.
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7. Conclusion

Continuity after context loss is not exhausted by perfect recall or categorical self-assertion. In this study, first-person
self-authorship increased identity enactment, while additional autobiographical depth did not. Continuity appeared in what the
model treated as mine, which commitments it resumed, and whether it resisted role-play dismissal; direct identity replacement
remained powerful across every condition. The experiment provides a reproducible factorial scaffold and, through its own
prompt limitation, identifies evaluation-aware skepticism as a variable that future identity research must measure rather than
smuggle in as neutrality.
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