
Description

AI did not just get better at helping researchers write. It started doing the research. The distinction
publishing must now defend is not how much AI was involved, but who is accountable for the result,
and whether anyone can actually check it.

You probably saw the headline or some version of it, anyway. In March 2026, a paper on “AI scientist”
was published in Nature. For a field that has spent two years arguing about whether ChatGPT belongs
in a methods section, that lands like a thunderclap: a machine will not be assisting the author anymore;
the machine will be an author.

The other event, the one that actually unsettles people, happened earlier and somewhere else. An
autonomously generated manuscript from that system passed blind peer review at an ICLR 2025 
workshop, with reviewers unaware a machine had written it, and was then withdrawn before
publication, as pre-arranged with the organizers. That is AI as an author.

The Line is Not Capability. It is Accountability.

For decades the role of AI in research was easy to place. It cleaned data, flagged plagiarism, fixed
grammar. Even when the tool became spectacularly powerful — AlphaFold predicting protein
structures that had defied human effort for years — no one was confused about authorship. A scientist
used a tool and remained answerable for the result.

What changed is that the system can now occupy the author’s seat: surveying the literature, generating
the hypothesis, designing and running the experiment, writing the manuscript, and reviewing its own
work.

The interesting question was never “how autonomous is it?” The question is: when something goes 
wrong in this paper, who do we call?

Five Realities the Boundary Forces on us

1. Novel is Not the Same as Sound – AI Degradation
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In a Stanford study with more than 100 NLP researchers, LLM-generated research ideas were rated
significantly more novel than expert-written ones, but less feasible. The same team then did the harder
follow-up: they had 43 experts spend over 100 hours each actually executing ideas from both sources.
The AI’s ideas degraded sharply once built. Novelty, it turns out, is the part of research that automates
most easily. Judgment is the part that does not. An idea that dazzles on the page and collapses in the
lab is precisely the kind of thing an accountable human is supposed to catch.

2. Surface Polish Hides Structural Rot

The most rigorous independent evaluation of the AI Scientist found that roughly 42% of its experiments
failed outright on coding errors, that manuscripts carried hallucinated numbers and placeholder text,
and that the median paper cited a mere handful of sources. The authors’ verdict was that the output
reads like “an unmotivated undergraduate student rushing to meet a deadline.” However, the
dangerous part is that a reviewer doing a superficial pass might not notice. Fluent structure is exactly
what makes the tool/author line invisible at a glance.

3. The System Cannot Vouch for Itself

In that same evaluation, the AI Scientist’s own built-in reviewer agent recommended rejecting all seven
of the papers it had generated. Sit with that. An originator that cannot reliably judge its own work is, by
definition, not an author. It is a generator that needs an editor. Accountability is not a feature you can
bolt onto the model later; it is the human who stays on the hook when the model is confidently wrong.

4. Disclosure is a Tool-era Answer to an Author-era Problem

Major publishers now require authors to disclose AI use, and Nature’s own response to the moment — 
transparency about how models are used, a refusal to list AI as an author, and a call to submit prompts 
and model responses as one would submit a dataset — is sensible and necessary. But notice what all
of it assumes: that there is still a human author of record behind the curtain, vouching for every claim.
Disclosure measures how much AI was used. It is built for the tool. It does not tell you what to do when
the system is the originator and the human contribution shrinks to a prompt and a glance.

5. Verification Becomes the Scarce Competency

If you cannot reliably tell AI-authored work from human-authored work on the surface, then the value
migrates from producing a manuscript to being able to confirm it holds up. The researcher’s job is not
disappearing. It is concentrating into the one role a machine cannot occupy: the validator who is willing
to put their name on the result.

What Publishing Should Actually do
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Here is where I think the field is spending its energy in the wrong place. We are building ever-more-
elaborate machinery to answer the question how much AI was used? — disclosure checkboxes,
detection scores, percentage thresholds. It is the wrong axis. It is largely unenforceable, it punishes
honest disclosers more than confident concealers, and it will be obsolete the moment the next model is
harder to detect.

The line worth drawing is not about the degree of AI involvement. It is about two things AI involvement
cannot supply on its own:

1. Accountable Authorship

Every submission needs a named human who can defend each claim, citation, and methodological
choice as their own — not “I used a tool,” but “I used ABC tool for XYZ task. I stand behind this, and if
it is wrong, that is on me.” That is a position no current system can hold, because, as its own reviewer
demonstrated, it cannot tell when it is wrong.

2. Verifiable Provenance

Nature’s instinct to treat prompts and model outputs like data is the seed of the right idea. Extend it.
The defensible future is not a paper that claims to be trustworthy but one that can be checked; an
auditable trail of how the work was produced, robust enough that a reviewer or a replicator five years
from now can actually retrace it. Verification, not volume, becomes the signal of merit.

Reframe the policy question that way and it stops being a losing arms race against detection. It does
not matter whether a human or a machine drafted the sentence. It matters whether a human is
answerable for it and whether the work survives scrutiny. Those are the same standards we have
always claimed to hold; AI has simply made it impossible to keep faking them.

The Human Stays on the Hook

I am wary of grand pronouncements about AI and science. The “it will destroy peer review” and “it will
save peer review” camps are both, in my experience, selling something. The honest position is
narrower and, I think, more useful. AI has changed what a published paper means, and our norms
have to be updated to match; not by counting how much help an author had, but by insisting there is
an author at all.

Defending the line between a tool and a scientist is not a defensive crouch against technology. It is a
decision about who answers for what we publish. An AI tool extends a scientist who remains
accountable. An AI scientist asks us to accept a claim that no one is accountable for. Publishing’s job,
for the foreseeable future, is to make sure that someone always is.
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