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Abstract

This paper offers a clarifying framework for understanding therapy as a computational

process of epistemological debugging. It posits that psychological suffering is the deter-

ministic output of belief systems computed from faulty premises, which can be resolved

through their systematic falsification. Using formal logic, we show how therapeutic suc-

cess—regardless of modality—can be understood as a form of premise debugging. This

framework yields specific, falsifiable predictions: that successful therapy will correlate

with the falsification of absolute beliefs; that a debugging-focused modality will show

superior relapse prevention compared to standard CBT; and that teaching premise

falsification at scale will measurably reduce population anxiety. Humans are not bro-

ken but are running buggy code; the mind that learns to debug itself sets itself free.

This reframes therapy as an educational process, with applications for understanding

organizational dysfunction, AI hallucinations, and systemic prejudice.
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Core Statement

While therapy is traditionally understood as a healing art, this paper offers a complementary

lens: that therapy can also be understood as a computational process of epistemological de-

bugging. From this perspective, psychological suffering is the output of logical computations

based on faulty premises about reality; only falsifying these premises resolves it.

Note: This lens is useful for all self-reflective systems—human consciousness, organizational

culture, and artificial intelligence.

Logical Necessity

This framework would be false if: (a) psychological suffering could be eliminated without

altering beliefs, or (b) beliefs were not logical conclusions from premises. To argue otherwise

would be inconsistent with information theory (outputs are functions of inputs) and causality

(effects change only when causes do). In this light, every therapeutic success can be seen as

an instance of premise debugging.

Critical Distinction: This framework applies to psychological suffering—distress from

faulty premises—not appropriate suffering from accurate perceptions. Feeling grief at the

loss of a loved one is a valid and accurate computation; you have lost someone you care about

whom you will never see again. The framework does not apply to this initial, appropriate

suffering. However, when that grief computes a new, absolute belief like “I will never feel

joy again,” the framework targets that subsequent faulty premise.

The Argument

• Premise 1: All information systems, including minds, derive outputs (beliefs) from inputs

(premises).

• Premise 2: Psychological suffering is generated when faulty premises create absolute,

identity-level beliefs (e.g., “I am worthless”). A statement of behavior (“I failed”) allows

for future change, embedding agency within it. A statement of identity (“I am a failure”)

presents a fixed state, annihilating agency and creating the helplessness that is the core

of psychological suffering.

• Premise 3: Causality dictates that changing an output (suffering) requires changing the

input (the premise).

• Conclusion: The function of therapy is therefore to identify and falsify the premises that

create fixed, absolute identities, in order to restore the individual’s agency.
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The Mechanism in Practice

To make this abstract framework concrete, it is helpful to examine the precise steps through

which a faulty premise generates suffering, and how falsification reverses the process.

The Semantic Equation Model

Beliefs operate as semantic equations where premises combine to produce conclusions. This

is not a metaphor; it is the actual computational structure of belief formation. Consider the

belief “I am worthless”:

• Input Premise A: “I failed at my job.”

• Input Premise B: “Failure means I have no value.”

• Input Premise C: “People who lack value are worthless.”

• Computed Output: “Therefore, I am worthless.”

The mind derives conclusions from premises. When the premises are false (especially B and

C), the conclusions are guaranteed to be flawed, yet they feel completely true.

The Falsification Method

Unlike verification, which requires infinite confirming cases, falsification needs only one coun-

terexample. This asymmetry makes it the perfect debugging tool. An individual searches

their own experience for a single piece of data that falsifies an absolute premise.

• Example 1: “I must be perfect to have worth”

– Falsification: “Name one imperfect person you value.”

– Result : A single counterexample collapses the absolute premise.

– Recalculation: Worth must exist independent of perfection.

• Example 2: “Nobody cares about me”

– Falsification: “Recall one act of kindness shown toward you.”

– Result : One instance falsifies the absolute “nobody.”

– Recalculation: Care exists, even if it feels limited.

• Example 3: “I always fail”

– Falsification: “Identify one success, however small.”

– Result : A single success falsifies the absolute “always.”

– Recalculation: Failure is probabilistic, not deterministic.

Each falsification forces the belief equation to recalculate with corrected premises, producing

new outputs aligned with reality and restoring agency.
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Concrete Manifestation

The premise-falsification framework reveals how the same computational architecture gener-

ates suffering across radically different scales—from individual addiction to societal atrocity.

Consider how a single faulty premise can reorganize entire systems around itself:

• Micro Example (The Logic of Addiction): Consider an individual who installs a sin-

gle premise: “This substance is my only reliable source of relief in an unbearable world.”

The mind, optimizing for this directive, begins to prune away other pathways to well-

being—relationships, health, responsibilities. Tragically, as these are lost, the world does

become unbearable without the substance, and the original premise is powerfully con-

firmed. The person is trapped in a computational loop where the solution continuously

generates the problem. This is the architecture of addiction: not a moral failing, but a

runaway logical process, a system locked in a devastating, self-validating feedback loop.

• Macro Example (The Logic of Atrocity): Consider a society that installs a foun-

dational premise that one group of people is inherently inferior to another. This single

premise, once accepted, logically computes an entire moral framework where actions that

would otherwise be unthinkable—enslavement, persecution, extermination—become justi-

fied. Empathy is short-circuited because the “other” is no longer computed as fully human.

The atrocities are the logical, terrifying output of this single, faulty premise about human

value. This is the core algorithm of virtually every human atrocity, a necessary computa-

tion that allows perpetrators to justify the unspeakable in order to avoid the conclusion

that they themselves are evil.

These examples, separated by vast scales of impact, reveal the same computational archi-

tecture: a false premise installs itself, reorganizes all other beliefs around it, and becomes

self-reinforcing through the very suffering it creates. The heroin user and the genocide

perpetrator are running the same algorithm—only the scope of devastation differs. This

universality is what makes the framework both explanatory and actionable: if suffering is

computed, it can be debugged.
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A Unified View of Therapeutic Success

This framework offers a unifying explanation for why diverse therapeutic modalities are

effective, revealing a common underlying algorithm. The ideal case for premise falsification

is a ”top-down” logical process where a person can clearly see their faulty premise and

change it. However, emotional and physiological distortions often cloud this lens, preventing

a person from processing information correctly. A state of hypervigilance, for example, makes

it nearly impossible to accept counterexamples to the premise ”the world is dangerous.”

Therefore, effective therapy often follows a two-stage process: first, use ”bottom-up” methods

to regulate the person’s state, and second, use ”top-down” methods to debug the premise.

• Stage 1: Creating a Receptive State (Bottom-Up): Modalities like Somatic Ther-

apies and Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) excel here. Somatic work uses the body

as the tool for falsification; a premise like ”I am not safe in my own skin” cannot survive

the lived, bodily experience of regulated calm. DBT skills like distress tolerance directly

falsify the premise ”this emotion is unbearable and will destroy me” by allowing the person

to survive it, creating the necessary emotional space for premise examination.

• Stage 2: Falsifying the Premise (Top-Down): Once a person is in a receptive state,

other modalities can work effectively. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is the most

explicit application, directly targeting ”cognitive distortions” which are outputs of deeper

premises1. Exposure Therapy serves as the purest experimental form of falsification, pro-

viding a stream of undeniable counterexamples to an absolute premise2. Psychodynamic

Therapy can be seen as an archeological dig for the foundational premises installed in

childhood, re-contextualizing them as old code running in the wrong environment3.

Whether through the body (somatic), behavior (exposure), cognition (CBT), emotion (DBT),

or narrative (psychodynamic), every effective therapeutic modality ultimately achieves the

same computational outcome—the falsification of absolute premises that generate suffering.

The apparent diversity of therapeutic approaches masks a singular underlying mechanism.

They differ not in their function but in their entry point to the same debugging process.

This unification suggests that therapeutic efficacy depends not on the specific modality

but on how effectively it achieves premise falsification for a given individual in their current

state. A person frozen in trauma may need somatic regulation before cognitive work becomes

possible. Someone with specific phobias may benefit most from direct behavioral falsification

through exposure. Another person may require the narrative archaeology of psychodynamic



Epistemological Debugging 6

work to unearth premises buried since childhood.

The implication is profound: we can now understand why therapy works when it works, why

it fails when it fails, and how to optimize interventions by selecting the most efficient path

to premise falsification for each individual’s current computational state.

Testable Predictions

This framework generates specific, falsifiable predictions.

1. Linguistic Markers of Success: Analysis of therapy session transcripts will reveal

that successful outcomes correlate strongly with clients spontaneously shifting from

absolute language (“always,” “never,” “everyone”) to qualified language (“sometimes,”

“often,” “many”). The correlation will be stronger than with any other linguistic

marker currently tracked.

2. Premise-Focused Intervention Superiority: A therapeutic modality that explic-

itly trains clients to identify and seek counterexamples to their own absolute beliefs

will demonstrate superior long-term outcomes compared to standard CBT, specifically

showing lower relapse rates and greater maintenance of gains at follow-up.

3. Population-Level Impact: Teaching premise falsification as a basic skill in educa-

tional settings will produce measurable reductions in anxiety and depression scores at

the population level, with effect sizes comparable to or exceeding current preventive

mental health interventions.

4. Cross-Domain Application: Organizations that implement premise-debugging train-

ing for leadership will show measurable improvements in innovation metrics and re-

duction in strategic blind spots, as faulty organizational premises (“we’ve always done

it this way”) are systematically falsified.

5. AI Error Correction: Large language models will demonstrate fewer hallucinations

and more accurate outputs when training explicitly includes premise-falsification mech-

anisms rather than only output correction, with the improvement being most pro-

nounced in domains requiring logical reasoning.

These predictions span from the micro (individual therapy sessions) to the macro (population

health and AI systems), each offering a concrete test of the framework’s validity. If premise

falsification is indeed the core mechanism of belief change, these outcomes should manifest

consistently across all domains where faulty absolutes generate dysfunction.



Epistemological Debugging 7

Implications and Reframed Understanding

This framework fundamentally reorients our understanding of therapy and human suffering.

While edge cases exist, the framework applies broadly to the vast majority of psychological

suffering across cultures and contexts.

For practitioners, it transforms the therapeutic role from healer to epistemological consul-

tant—one who helps debug faulty premises rather than fix broken minds, while carefully

validating the appropriate suffering that connects us to reality. Researchers might shift fo-

cus from discovering novel techniques to developing efficient algorithms for premise detection

and falsification. At the systems level, mental health crises become preventable through early

education in epistemic hygiene, equipping entire populations to identify and debug faulty

premises before they compute into chronic suffering.

Most profoundly, this lens liberates individuals from the medical model’s implicit message of

brokenness. You are not defective; you are running code written by your experiences, some

of which contains bugs. Your psychological suffering signals not inherent flaw but faulty

computation—something you have the power to debug while still honoring the real pain

that grounds you in reality.

The framework also dissolves persistent misconceptions about the therapeutic process. What

we call ”healing emotional wounds” is more precisely understood as correcting the computa-

tional errors that produce unnecessary suffering, while preserving our capacity for appropri-

ate grief, fear, and pain—the emotions that accurately reflect reality. Resistance in therapy,

often misread as unwillingness to change, reveals itself as a system-protection mechanism

pointing directly to the most foundational and therefore most defended premises. And the

goal of therapy clarifies: not to eliminate all suffering, but to distinguish between the pain

of seeing reality clearly—which connects us to our lives—and the unnecessary agony of pro-

cessing reality through corrupted code.

The cost of misunderstanding this distinction is staggering: billions spent managing symp-

toms while root causes persist, lives lost to preventable suffering, and the intergenerational

transmission of faulty premises that compute into collective trauma. Yet the opportunity is

equally vast—a future where debugging our minds becomes as routine and destigmatized as

debugging our software, where epistemic hygiene is taught alongside physical hygiene, and

where suffering is understood not as pathology but as signal, pointing us toward the premises

that need revision.
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Conclusion

We are not broken. We are running code. Our experiences write this code, and at times,

this results in faulty premises. These premises construct a psychological prison of our own

making, robbing us of what Viktor Frankl called ”the last of the human freedoms”: the

ability to choose our response. The absolute beliefs generated by faulty code convince us we

have no agency, trapping us in helplessness.

The goal of this framework is liberation. It is not to erase pain but to dismantle the walls of

this prison, belief by belief. It is to restore our most fundamental human right: our agency.

To debug your premises is to reclaim your freedom.
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Practical Application of Epistemological Debugging

The Debugging Protocol

While this framework is primarily theoretical, its practical application follows a clear protocol

that respects both the biological and computational nature of human suffering.

Stage 1: Establishing Computational Readiness

Before any premise can be examined, the system must be capable of processing new infor-

mation. A person in acute physiological distress—whether from trauma activation, severe

depression, or substance withdrawal—cannot effectively engage in premise falsification. The

lens through which they process information is too distorted. Practical interventions at this

stage include:

• Biological stabilization through appropriate medical intervention when indicated

• Somatic regulation techniques to calm the nervous system

• Environmental safety to reduce immediate stressors

• Basic self-care routines to establish physiological baseline

This is not ”healing” but creating the minimal conditions for accurate computation. A

computer cannot debug software while its hardware is overheating.

Stage 2: Identifying the Faulty Premises

Once stabilized, the debugging process begins by identifying the specific premises generating

suffering. These often hide behind surface-level complaints. ”I’m depressed” is an output; the

premise might be ”I am fundamentally inadequate.” Key questions for premise identification:

• What absolute belief would someone need to hold to feel this way?

• What must they believe about themselves/others/the world for this suffering to be

logical?

• What identity-level statement (”I am...”) underlies their behavioral observations?

Stage 3: Systematic Falsification

Falsification is the core debugging tool because it requires only one counterexample to dis-

prove an absolute. This is cognitively easier than building new beliefs from scratch. The

falsification process:

1. State the premise explicitly in absolute terms

2. Search for a single counterexample from any domain of experience

3. If found, examine why this exception exists
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4. Recalculate the belief to accommodate the new data

5. Test the updated belief against additional evidence

Example in practice:

• Premise: ”I am unlovable”

• Counterexample search: ”Has anyone, ever, shown you genuine care?”

• Found example: ”My grandmother, when I was young”

• Recalculation: ”I am capable of being loved, even if it feels rare”

• Further testing: Look for additional examples across different contexts

Stage 4: Preventing Recompilation

Faulty premises often reinstall themselves because the environment or habits that created

them persist. Debugging is not a one-time event but requires ongoing maintenance. Main-

tenance strategies:

• Regular premise audits when suffering arises

• Environmental changes that support updated beliefs

• Behavioral experiments that generate confirming evidence for debugged beliefs

• Social connections that reinforce accurate computations

Critical Considerations

• Respect for Appropriate Suffering: Not all pain is a bug. Grief, disappointment,

and fear in response to actual loss or danger are features, not flaws.

• The Pace of Debugging: Foundational premises may require extensive falsification

before they update. This is not resistance but computational prudence—core beliefs

should not change on single data points.

• The Role of the Debugger: Whether self or therapist, the debugger is not fixing

broken hardware but helping identify and test faulty software. The system itself is not

broken.

This protocol is not a replacement for clinical judgment or established therapeutic prac-

tice, but rather a complementary framework for understanding the computational process

underlying psychological change.
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