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ABSTRACT: This study began with a provocative social media post: “Critical thinking is just a form of
bias. Why start every situation with a negative filter?” The post sparked intense debate, raising a
fundamental question: What is critical thinking, really? To explore this, we conducted a structured content
analysis of 100 real-world definitions of critical thinking from academic, educational, and professional
sources. Each was coded for three characteristics reflecting our hypotheses: (1) negativity (critique,
judgment, evaluation), (2) normativity (prescriptive standards for “good” thinking), and (3) perspectival
bias (value-laden framing or observer-imposed filtering). The findings were decisive: 43% of definitions
emphasized negative cognitive operations, 100% were normatively prescriptive, and 52% exhibited
perspectival bias. All three effects were statistically and empirically supported. These results challenge
the widespread belief that critical thinking is neutral, constructive, or objective. Instead, CT often
functions as a normative lens—shaping perception, guiding judgment, and framing reality. This evaluative
posture also permeates related fields such as critical systems thinking and critical theory, which often
begin not with description but with suspicion: the presumption that something is broken or needs to be
fixed. In response, we offer a structural alternative grounded in systems thinking: DSRP theory and the
Love Reality Loop (LRL). These frameworks emphasize descriptive accuracy, perspectival awareness,
and structural coherence over critique or judgment. They support an epistemology rooted in seeing
clearly, not merely thinking critically—an approach better suited to modeling complex realities than to
policing them.

KEYWORDS: critical thinking | critical systems thinking | cognitive bias | normativity | perspectival bias
| DSRP theory | structural cognition | structural realism | systems thinking | epistemology | Liar’s Paradox |
observer effect | metacognition | framing effects | descriptive modeling

Introduction

In late 2023, a simple social media post ignited an unexpectedly fierce debate. The post read:
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“Critical thinking is just a form of bias. Why start every situation with a negative filter?” — Dr.
Derek Cabrera

The response was immediate and intense. Some commenters expressed cautious agreement, noting that
critical thinking is often framed around fault-finding, skepticism, or deconstruction. Others reacted with
vitriol, accusing the author of being anti-intellectual, anti-democratic, or simply misunderstanding the
value of critical thinking. A few comments typified the circularity of the discourse: “This post clearly
lacks critical thinking,” or “If you were a critical thinker, you’d see why that’s wrong.”

Some reactions crossed the line from disagreement into open hostility. One commenter sneered, “What is
the hell is this nonsense?... this Dr isn’t too bright,” while another warned that the post was
“misinformation and dangerous given the state of the world.” The intensity of these responses—more
emotional than evidential—only underscored the need for closer analysis. Were these critics correct that
critical thinking is neutral and virtuous, or was the outrage itself evidence of an unexamined bias hiding in
plain sight?

The ferocity and circularity of the commentary prompted a deeper question: What exactly is “critical
thinking”? For a term invoked so frequently in education, policymaking, leadership, and even systems
thinking, there appears to be little agreement—Iet alone empirical analysis—of how it is actually defined.
More importantly, this moment exposed a larger paradox: critical thinking is widely regarded as both the
foundation of good reasoning and yet, perhaps unknowingly, a carrier of its own cognitive and normative
biases. This paradox becomes especially relevant when we consider the proliferation of critical thinking’s
intellectual descendants, such as critical systems thinking and critical theory, both of which carry forward
the evaluative, normative, and frequently oppositional posture of their conceptual ancestor.

This paper begins with that social media moment and follows it into the heart of a deeper empirical
investigation. We ask: How is critical thinking actually defined in practice? And more importantly: Does
its definition reveal qualities that contradict the neutrality, objectivity, or constructiveness often attributed
to it?

To investigate this, we conducted a systematic content analysis of 100 real-world definitions of critical
thinking, sourced from educational institutions, academic literature, and professional contexts. We
evaluated each definition for the presence of three empirical hypotheses:
1. H;: That critical thinking is substantially defined in terms of negative operations such as critique,
fault-finding, or judgment.
2. H,: That critical thinking is inherently value-laden, embedding prescriptive standards about what
counts as good thinking.
3. Hj: That critical thinking is perspectivally biased or observer non-neutral—that is, it introduces
perspective, framing, and cognitive bias into the observed system.

The findings from this study not only confirm each of these hypotheses with striking statistical clarity, but

also raise profound questions about the role of critical thinking in systems education, social critique, and
public discourse. We argue that the commonly held image of critical thinking as a neutral, constructive,
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and objective tool is a myth—and that it often functions as a lens of suspicion rather than a framework for
understanding.

In light of these findings, we also propose a constructive alternative: that rather than training thinkers to
begin from critique or bias detection, we begin from description, structure, and perspective, using
system-based approaches such as DSRP theory and the Love Reality Loop (LRL). These frameworks
offer a metacognitive path forward—one that is descriptive rather than normative, structural rather than
ideological, and aware rather than assumptive.

Methods

This study employed a structured content analysis of 100 definitions of critical thinking drawn from
diverse and authoritative sources. Our aim was to empirically test whether the definitions supported three
core hypotheses about the nature of critical thinking: that it is negatively framed (H,), normatively
prescriptive (H,), and observer non-neutral (H;). These hypotheses were operationalized through a
transparent coding scheme, and tested statistically using binomial models and confidence intervals.

Sample Collection

Definitions were sourced from a wide range of real-world materials, including:

University syllabi and learning outcomes,

Educational and philosophical websites,

Academic textbooks and glossaries,

Reputable reference sources (e.g., Cambridge Dictionary, APA Dictionary of Psychology),

Open courseware and EdTech platforms.

Care was taken to avoid duplication and ensure that each entry represented a distinct definition in context.
Only definitions that explicitly attempted to describe what critical thinking is were included. Brief
allusions to CT (e.g., “students will apply CT”’) were excluded unless accompanied by a definitional
phrase.

The final corpus of 100 definitions was drawn from academic, professional, and educational sources
published or publicly accessible between 2015 and 2025. These included university websites, policy
statements, textbooks, glossaries, and online educational platforms. While diverse in source type, the
sample is weighted toward English-language and Western institutional contexts, and may not generalize
globally.

Hypotheses and Coding Schema

Each definition was evaluated for three distinct but potentially overlapping characteristics:
e H;: Negativity
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o Did the definition emphasize fault-finding, critique, bias detection, flaw identification, or
evaluation?

EEINT34

challenge,” “identify fallacies.”

29 ¢ 99 ¢

o Key indicators: verbs like “criticize,” “evaluate,
e H,: Normativity
o Did the definition include prescriptive or idealized language about what thinking should
be?

o Key indicators: terms like “rational,” “objective,

9 ¢c 99 ¢¢

correct,” “good reasoning,”
“truth-seeking,” or references to epistemic/moral standards.
e H;: Perspectival Bias
o Did the definition indicate that the thinker alters or frames what is observed through

perspective, judgment, or interpretive stance?

29 G 29 ¢

o Key indicators: phrases like “question assumptions,” “reframe,” “analyze perspectives,”

“challenge dominant views.”

Each definition was coded manually by the authors and reviewed for intersubjective agreement. To
mitigate interpretive bias, definitions were evaluated using a rubric-based coding scheme that combined
semantic grounding (surface language cues) with latent content analysis (underlying cognitive
implications). Coding decisions were reviewed through intersubjective discussion and cross-checked for
consistency to reduce confirmation bias or circularity. A definition could be marked as positive for none,
one, two, or all three hypotheses. For example, take the definition sources from UNC Chapel Hill:

“Critical thinking is a habit of mind characterized by the comprehensive exploration of issues,

’

ideas, artifacts, and events before accepting or formulating an opinion or conclusion.

Semantic grounding and latent content analysis: This definition, from the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill, provides a nuanced example of both normativity and perspectival bias. The phrase “habit
of mind” signals more than a description of thinking style—it projects an idealized cognitive disposition,
suggesting that a good thinker should be methodical, cautious, and thorough. This clearly aligns with H,,
as it embeds a prescriptive standard about what constitutes proper thinking.

The definition also subtly supports H;. By emphasizing that critical thinking involves a comprehensive
exploration before one accepts or formulates an opinion, it implies that the thinker actively shapes the
interpretive process. This is not a passive or neutral reception of information. Rather, it reflects a
cognitive posture—a kind of observer framing—in which conclusions are deliberately withheld until the
thinker has applied a particular lens or filter. While the definition does not explicitly mention reframing or
bias detection, it structures the sequence and method of observation in a way that alters the cognitive
relationship to the object of thought. In this way, the observer influences what is seen, how it is seen, and
when judgment occurs.

Another example definition comes from Serious Science:
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“Critical thinking is the ability to systematically doubt, scrutinize what you hear or read, and
filter out false information, accepting nothing by default.”

Semantic grounding and latent content analysis: In this definition is a clear exemplar of all three
hypotheses: negativity (H,), value-ladenness (H,), and perspectival bias (H;). The language is
emphatically critical: “doubt,” “scrutinize,” “filter out,” and “false information” construct a cognitive
posture that is openly skeptical and judgmental, fulfilling H,. The thinker is not approaching the world to
understand it, but to interrogate it, implying that the default condition of information is untrustworthy and

must be aggressively filtered for flaws.

This definition also exemplifies H,, as it invokes prescriptive epistemic standards. The very notion of
“false information” presupposes that there is some objective or privileged standard of truth against which
claims must be tested. Likewise, the phrase “accepting nothing by default” idealizes a kind of relentless
vigilance, suggesting that unquestioning or intuitive thinking is inherently inferior. These are not neutral
observations about how thinking happens—they are normative claims about how thinking should happen.
Finally, this definition supports H; through its explicit observer framing. The thinker is not a passive
recipient of information but an active filter. By instructing the reader to “systematically doubt” and
“scrutinize,” the definition projects a value-laden frame onto the world, predisposing the thinker to see
potential deception or error. Rather than mirroring the system or describing it as it is, this kind of critical
thinking reshapes the observation process itself—it alters what is seen by altering how one looks.

In sum, this is a textbook case of critical thinking defined as an aggressive cognitive filter: skeptical in
tone, idealized in moral-epistemic terms, and cognitively interventionist in its structure.

Another example is a definition from Sample Source:

“Critical thinking is identifying flawed reasoning, false assumptions, and cognitive bias in
arguments and claims.

Semantic grounding and latent content analysis: This definition is a strong case for H; (negativity) and
H, (normativity), and it also supports H; (perspectival bias)—albeit implicitly. The language is
emphatically evaluative: “flawed reasoning,” “false assumptions,” and “cognitive bias” all point toward a
fault-detection posture, defining critical thinking as a process of identifying errors. This directly supports
H,, as the role of the thinker is to engage in judgment, critique, and disconfirmation.

It also clearly supports H,. Terms like “flawed” and “false” are not merely descriptive—they imply a
normative standard of what counts as correct reasoning or acceptable assumptions. The definition
assumes a benchmark for valid cognition, even if it doesn’t explicitly state what that benchmark is. This
makes the definition value-laden: it doesn’t just say what thinkers do, it says what they should detect.

The act of identifying flaws is itself a perspectival stance. To look for false assumptions is to apply a

filter—to see the system through the lens of potential error. Even without using the language of framing,
the thinker is altering what is seen by how they are seeing it. Thus, H; is also supported, as the definition
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embeds an implicit perspectival bias: the thinker is not neutral, but a value-laden participant in shaping
the system’s meaning.

Operational Definitions

H;: A definition was coded “negative” if it included language of critique, fault-finding, judgment, or
error detection (e.g., “evaluate,” “scrutinize,” “identify bias”).

H,: A definition was coded “value-laden” if it referenced standards or ideals for good thinking (e.g.,
“correct,” “rational,” “truth-seeking”).

Hj;: A definition was coded “perspectivally biased” if it implied or encouraged framing, interpretive
control, or the thinker’s influence on what is observed (e.g., “question assumptions,” “reframe,”
“explore perspectives”).

Statistical Analysis

No corrections for multiple comparisons were applied, as the three hypotheses were defined a priori,
tested independently, and grounded in distinct theoretical constructs. For each hypothesis, we tested the
observed frequency of positive cases against a theoretically grounded null hypothesis:
e For H, and H;, the null assumed that negativity or perspectival bias was negligible (<5% of
definitions).
e For H,, the null assumed that value-ladenness was non-dominant (<50% of definitions).

We used one-tailed binomial tests for each hypothesis, comparing observed proportions to a theoretically
grounded null value. Cohen’s h was also calculated for each contrast to assess effect size: H, = 0.979, H,
=1.571, H; = 1.160 — all representing large or very large effects. These findings confirm not only
statistical significance but practical significance as well. In addition, we calculated Wilson score
confidence intervals for each proportion to assess precision and reliability. The outcome of this process is
summarized in a formal flat summary table (see Results).

Results

Each of the 100 collected definitions of critical thinking was coded against the three hypotheses:
negativity (H,), normativity (H,), and perspectival bias or observer non-neutrality (H;). The final tallies,
statistical tests, and interpretations are presented in Table 1.

Hl: NegatIVIty Hy CTnegativity >0

Of the 100 definitions, 43 were coded as explicitly emphasizing negative cognitive operations—such as
critique, judgment, evaluation, flaw detection, or bias identification. The proportion of negative
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definitions was therefore 43%, with a 95% Wilson confidence interval of [33.7%, 52.8%]. This far
exceeds the null threshold of 5%, and the binomial test confirms this difference is statistically significant
(p=2.5x107%).

This provides strong evidence that negativity is a substantial and non-incidental feature of CT definitions,
though its dominance varies. Even at the lower CI bound, 33.7% of definitions exhibited
negativity—suggesting that this tendency is far from rare.

HZ: NormatiVity Hy: CTnormativity > 0.5

All 100 definitions (100%) were coded as value-laden—containing prescriptive language about what
constitutes “good” thinking. These included references to truth-seeking, fairness, rationality, objectivity,
soundness, intellectual standards, and moral clarity. The 95% confidence interval was [96.3%, 100.0%],
and the binomial test against a 50% null yields p = 7.89 x 10!, Thus, the hypothesis that critical thinking
is normatively prescriptive is fully and unequivocally supported. Importantly, this result is not
tautological. While all definitions by nature define, these definitions do more than describe — they embed
evaluative judgments and project ideal standards onto cognition and reality.

H;: Perspectival Bias 73 : CTperspectival bias > 0

Fifty-two definitions (52%) were coded as introducing perspectival framing or observer bias—indicating
that the thinker imposes a frame, assumption, or interpretive lens onto what is being thought about. These
challenge dominant views,” or “consider

99 ¢

definitions often used phrases such as “question assumptions,
alternate perspectives.” The confidence interval was [42.3%, 61.5%], and the binomial test against the 5%
null yields p = 1.85 x 10*°. Thus, observer non-neutrality is statistically and substantively supported.
While some uses of ‘perspective’ or ‘framing’ might be interpreted as neutral or structural (e.g., DSRP
Theory), the framing in these definitions was overwhelmingly value-laden—often carrying implicit or
explicit judgments about which perspectives are valid or suspect. To avoid conceptual ambiguity, we use
the term ‘perspectival bias’ rather than ‘observer effect’ to clarify that we are not referring to neutral
perspective-taking (e.g., DSRP), but to value-laden interpretive filters that shape what is seen.

Table 1. Summary of Statistical Results

Null Sample Statistics Conclusion
Hypothesis Size
(Ho)

Hypothesis 1: H; : CThegativity > 0 Description: CT definitions emphasize negative operations like
critique, fault-finding, and evaluation.

Negativity in 100 p=25x10%; Strong evidence suggests that negativity is a

CT definitions substantial feature of CT definitions. Although the

1s<5% 95% CI: confidence interval spans from one-third to over half
[33.7%, 52.8%] of the sample, the effect size (Cohen’s h = 0.979)
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Cohen’s h=10.979

indicates that this is a meaningful and non-trivial
pattern.

Hypothesis 2: Hy : CThormativity > 0.5 Description: CT definitions prescribe ideal standards (e.g.,
“good” reasoning, truth-seeking, fairness).

Normative
framing in CT
definitions is <
50%

100

p=~7.89 x 107!

95% CI:
[96.3%, 100.0%)]

Cohen’sh=1.571

Empirical evidence strongly supports this hypothesis.
All definitions demonstrated normative framing, and
the effect size (Cohen’s h = 1.571) reflects a virtually
unanimous presence of value-ladenness.

Hypothesis 3: Hj : CTperspectival bias > 0 Description: CT definitions introduce value-laden framing
or perspective; that is, the thinker applies a selective interpretive lens that shapes how the system is seen and
judged. This form of perspectival bias is distinct from structurally neutral forms of framing (e.g., DSRP), as
it carries evaluative assumptions; they shift how the observer sees and judges the observed system.

Perspectival
bias in CT
definitions are
<5%

100

p=1.85x 10

95% CI:
[42.3%, 61.5%]

Cohen’sh=1.160

Strong evidence supports the presence of perspectival
bias in CT definitions. While the CI suggests
variability (42.3%—-61.5%), the large effect size
(Cohen’s h = 1.160) and frequent use of value-laden
frames indicate that observer neutrality is rare. These
perspectival biases are not structurally neutral (as in
DSRP), but are normatively biased — they project
evaluative and selective framing into what is observed.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study challenge some of the most widely held assumptions about critical thinking.
Although often portrayed as the foundation of rational thought, democratic deliberation, and systems
education, critical thinking—when defined as it is across educational, philosophical, and institutional
contexts—emerges as a tool that is not neutral, not merely constructive, and not descriptively objective.
Instead, it is characteristically negative, normative, and perspectivally biased.

How structural perspective-taking differs from value-laden perspectival bias. It is important to
distinguish the form of perspectival bias found in most CT definitions from structurally neutral
perspective-taking frameworks such as DSRP. In DSRP, perspective is a structural feature of cognition,
not an evaluative filter. It helps surface assumptions, but does not prescribe which are correct. In contrast,
most CT definitions implicitly frame which perspectives are valid or superior—introducing an evaluative
bias we term perspectival bias.

A Tale of Two Detectives

Imagine two detectives at the scene of a complex crime.

Cabrera
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The first detective, trained in the finest tradition of critical thinking, immediately sets to work identifying
inconsistencies, rooting out bias, questioning witnesses, and evaluating possible motives. He is sharp,
skeptical, and disciplined in his judgments. He begins with the assumption that something is wrong and
sets out to find where and how. His lens is evaluative, his thinking calibrated toward detection—of
fallacy, error, distortion, or failure.

The second detective takes a different approach. She stands still at first. She observes the layout of the
room, noticing the structure of relationships: the way the chairs face, the spilled wineglass beside the open
book, the pattern of footprints. She asks what is questions, not what ought questions. She issues no
judgments. Instead, she maps. She constructs. She tries to see the system as it is before deciding what it
means. Her thinking is structural, descriptive, adaptive.

Both detectives are skilled. But only one begins with the question: ‘What’s here?’ rather than ‘What’s
wrong?’

Is Critical Systems Thinking (CST) Even More Biased?

While critical thinking often presents itself as epistemically neutral, our findings suggest it is shaped by
evaluative and perspectival bias. This posture is intensified in critical systems thinking (CST), which is
explicitly rooted in critical theory and aims not just to understand systems, but to reform them. CST
inherits an emancipatory agenda that focuses on power, inequality, and exclusion. However, its framing
often presupposes the presence of systemic failure. It asks, “Whose voices are excluded?” rather than
“Are voices being excluded?” It inquires, “What power dynamics are concealed?” rather than “Are there
concealed dynamics?”” These are not merely critical questions—they are presumptive. The framing itself
embeds a conclusion. This makes CST not only normatively biased, but structurally committed to its bias.
Unlike DSRP or structural realism, which begin with observation and model-testing, CST begins with
suspicion—often bypassing descriptive analysis in favor of critique. In this sense, CST can be seen as a
further intensification of the normative lens found in critical thinking. To clarify the epistemic differences
among these three traditions—critical thinking, critical systems thinking, and DSRP’s structural
realism—we summarize their contrasting stances in Table 2.

Table 2. Epistemic Comparison: CT, CST, and DSRP/Structural Realism

Dimension Critical Thinking Critical Systems Thinking DSRP / Structural Realism
(CT) (CST)
Core Function | Evaluate reasoning for | Evaluate systems for power, Understand and structurally model
soundness, clarity, bias | justice, exclusion information as it is
Epistemologic | Normative rationalism | Post-positivist / emancipatory Descriptive realism; test models
al Frame against structure of reality
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Role of Identify flaws in Challenge oppressive system Not central; critique only when

Critique arguments boundaries structurally justified

Observer Evaluator of thought Ethically situated reformer Model-builder aligned with

Position structural features of observed

system

Bias Implicit bias toward Explicit bias toward Explicit awareness of framing;

Orientation logical norms transformation/justice biases surfaced, not assumed

Cognitive Negative: What’s Presumptive: Who’s harmed by | Descriptive: What is going on

Framing wrong with this? this? here?

Primary Is this reasoning valid? | Who benefits and who is Does this model fit the system it

Question excluded? represents?

Goal Improve individual Reform unjust systems Accurately mirror and understand
thought the structure of reality

While CT and CST embed normative filters at the start of the thinking process, DSRP and structural
realism delay evaluation, focusing first on surfacing distinctions, systems, relationships, and perspectives
in order to see clearly what is.

Historical Roots and Competing Logics

Although the term “critical thinking” does not appear with measurable frequency in published texts until
the 1920s—as shown in Figure 1 from Google’s Ngram Viewer—its philosophical ancestry is far older.
The intellectual lineage of critical thinking is commonly traced to the classical triad of Socrates, Plato,
and Aristotle, each of whom laid foundational stones for Western logic and inquiry. Socrates introduced
dialectical questioning, Plato formalized it through ideal forms and dialogic method, and Aristotle
systematized it through syllogistic logic and the principles of non-contradiction. While these thinkers did
not use the term "critical thinking," their work profoundly shaped what would later be codified under that
label.
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Figure 1. Google Ngram showing emergence of ‘critical thinking’ and ‘critical systems thinking’ in
English-language publications, 1800—-2022.

However, these classical roots also highlight a tension that has persisted across millennia: the distinction
between evaluative critique, descriptive modeling, and dialogical exploration. Modern “critical thinking,”
as shown in this study, largely adopts an evaluative posture—emphasizing error detection, norm

enforcement, and cognitive filtration. But this posture is just one possible epistemological stance. Other

logics offer al

To contextualize this, we draw on a comparative typology or

ternatives.

enduring logic traditions:

Table 3. Logics “Face Off”

“Logics Face Off,” which contrasts three

Logic Primary Aim Treatment of Stance Toward Framing Question

Tradition Paradox Truth

Socratic Dialectical Embraces paradox Truth as emergent “What can we
Inquiry as revelatory from dialogue question more

deeply?”

Aristotelian Formal Paradox is illogical | Truth as binary and | “Is this logically
Reasoning via or malformed deductively consistent?”
Syllogisms accessible

DSRP Structural Paradox reveals Truth as “What structure or

Multivalent Modeling of framing or perspectival and frame is active
Reality perspective gaps systemic here?”
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This comparison is not intended to denigrate Aristotelian logic or dialectical reasoning. Each of these
traditions brings valuable tools to cognitive inquiry. However, as our empirical analysis suggests, the
contemporary practice of “critical thinking” draws predominantly from the Aristotelian mode: it favors
categorical reasoning, error detection, and adherence to prescriptive standards. Less often does it engage
the open-ended questioning of Socratic method or the perspectival modeling of multivalent structural
approaches like DSRP.

Structural Cognition and the Liar's Paradox

Consider the classic Liar’s Paradox: “This statement is false.” In Aristotelian logic, which depends on
binary truth values (true or false), this statement creates a contradiction. Socratic logic might explore the
paradox through endless questioning, seeking to deepen understanding without resolution.

But from a DSRP structural perspective, the paradox dissolves. The contradiction arises not from the
structure of reality but from the framing of the statement as self-referential within a flat logic system.
When distinctions (between statement and meta-statement), systems (levels of language), relationships
(truth value to self-reference), and perspectives (from which the statement is evaluated) are mapped
structurally, the paradox is revealed not as a logical failure but a cognitive framing problem.

This illustrates the core difference: where traditional logic aims to resolve or reject paradox, DSRP seeks
to model its structure—surfacing the hidden perspectives that generate it. And, critical thinking is born of
these logics, especially Aristotelian. It should be noted that H; (perspectival bias) is particularly relevant
to the example of the Liar’s Paradox.

Figure 2 maps the Liar’s Paradox using DSRP theory, showing how the apparent contradiction dissolves
when the statement is structurally unpacked into its distinctions, systems, relationships, and
perspectives—revealing not a logical failure, but a perspectival framing problem.
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Distinctions (D)

statement
This statement is false."

meta-statement
The statement being made is either true or false”

Distinctions (D)
There are two statements here: the statement
itself and a meta-statement

1

‘ "This statement is false."

Systems (S)
The two statements set up two levels of
structure

Both/And Perspective ©
A third "level’ representing "Both-And" is
introduced that encompasses both perspectives

Level 1: the meta-statement
But the reconciliation is merely perspectival.

Relationships (R)

Systems (S)

Level 1: the meta-statement

Level 2: the statement

The conflict (that leads to the paradox) is set up
when the two statements, read as one-cannot
be reconciled.

From Level 1 perspective the statement is either
true or false or both.

Level 2: the statement
From the Level 2 Perspective the statement
clearly says its false.

Relationships (R)

Perspectives (P)

/ self referential

forces dual evaluation

/[

binary truth assignment

© Both/And Perspective
a Meta-perspective that spans Level 1and 2"

®
Level 1: the meta-statement

semantic contradiction
loops recursively

Level 2: the statement

blocks structural abstraction

\ literal interpretation

Figure 2. Structural mapping of the Liar's Paradox using DSRP. The paradox is resolved when distinctions

(between statement and meta-statement), systems (levels of language), relationships (truth assignment,

self-reference, literal framing), and perspectives (Level 1, Level 2, and a meta-perspective) are surfaced.
What appears as a contradiction is revealed to be a cognitive framing issue, not a logical flaw

Table 4 compares how three major logic traditions—Aristotelian, Socratic, and DSRP—respond to the
Liar’s Paradox, highlighting their differing assumptions about truth, contradiction, and cognitive framing.
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Table 4. Responses to the Liar's Paradox

Logic Primary Response to Liar’s Paradox Interpretive Insight
Tradition Frame
Aristotelian | Binary logic Rejects as ill-formed or Paradox exposes the limits of
(true/false) meaningless; paradox violates the | bivalent reasoning.
Law of Non-Contradiction.
Socratic Dialectical Engages paradox to provoke Paradox is a tool for epistemic
questioning deeper inquiry; accepts humility, not resolution.
unresolved contradiction as
useful tension.
DSRP Multivalent, Reframes the paradox by Paradox dissolves when
Structural perspectival mapping its recursive structure distinctions, systems,
and observer-relative framing. relationships, and perspectives
are surfaced.

An Empirical Alternative

Over the past three decades, DSRP—comprising Distinctions, Systems, Relationships, and
Perspectives—has emerged as one of the most empirically supported theories of systems thinking
(cognition and complexity). Across 90 distinct empirical studies, DSRP has been shown to reflect both
how the human mind organizes information (epistemology) and how the natural world is structured
(ontology). Core studies demonstrate that these four structural patterns are not only universally present in

cognition—shaping concept formation, problem-solving, and metacognition—but also observable in
physical, biological, and social systems '~

Empirical research shows that even brief exposure to DSRP significantly increases cognitive complexity

and systems thinking performance ¢, with one study reporting a 551% improvement in problem-solving
ability following a short intervention ’. DSRP has also been validated as a reliable assessment test for
measuring growth in systems thinking and metacognition *°, and shown to reveal common cognitive

biases when structural patterns are underused or misapplied '°. Uniquely among systems thinking
approaches, DSRP bridges theory and practice: it has demonstrated exceptional efficacy in addressing

wicked problems by helping users recognize webs of causality and construct interconnected solutions

11,12

Critically, in a comparative evaluation of eight of the most widely cited systems thinking frameworks,

only DSRP demonstrated substantial empirical support—exhibiting both ontological correspondence to

the structure of the material world and heuristic utility in cognitive organization—while the remaining
seven showed minimal to no empirical evidence of validity or effect °. A 2020 meta-synthesis reviewed

over 130 papers and 63 empirical studies confirming the independent presence of DSRP structures across

diverse fields including neuroscience, microbiology, ethology, and developmental

psychology—suggesting that the same cognitive patterns that structure thought also underlie the

Cabrera
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organization of reality itself '°. Together, this body of research positions DSRP-483 as a unifying
cognitive framework with broad implications for how we understand knowledge, systems, and reality.

A Difference that Makes a Difference

What this paper exposes is that we have an explicit choice between mindsets—a biased critical thinking
mindset or one based on structural realism of DSRP. Using Occam’s Razor, we can see that while DSRP
can be used to engage in critical thinking, the reverse is not the case. Critical Thinking comes with
preconceived bias and projects this bias of thinking onto the real world, whether or not it is there. In other
words, there is a time to be critical, but (1) only when the underlying structure warrants it and (2) not
from the start. Critique remains a valuable tool—when deployed in context, not as a default stance.

The difference between mindsets may seem subtle. But cognitively—and epistemologically—it is
profound. One approach projects a frame. The other mirrors a system. One assumes dysfunction and seeks
confirmation. The other assumes complexity and seeks understanding.

These findings complicate the narrative that critical thinking is a universally benign cognitive virtue.
While its proponents often claim it promotes truth, fairness, and open-mindedness, our analysis shows
that CT is frequently encoded with preexisting epistemic and moral commitments. It not only evaluates, it
tells us how to evaluate. It not only detects bias, it enacts a kind of bias: a sanctioned bias against surface
appearances, conventional wisdom, or unexamined assumptions.

This evaluative posture carries implications far beyond individual cognition. It is deeply embedded in the
derivative fields of critical systems thinking and critical theory, both of which inherit CT’s implicit stance
of suspicion, deconstruction, and norm enforcement. These domains often begin from an assumption of
systemic failure—patriarchy, capitalism, positivism, bureaucracy—and proceed by framing the system
through value-laden critiques. While these critiques can be illuminating, they also risk becoming
self-fulfilling: by seeing only through a critical lens, they may overlook the structures, relationships, and
dynamics that make systems coherent, adaptive, or even beautiful.

In contrast, we propose an alternative grounded in systems science and cognitive realism: a shift from
normative critique to descriptive structure. Specifically, the frameworks of DSRP Theory (Distinctions,
Systems, Relationships, Perspectives) and the Love Reality Loop (LRL) offer a metacognitive path
forward. These models emphasize:

e Describing what is, before evaluating what ought to be.

e Surfacing and restructuring mental models rather than interrogating them with a fixed standard.

e Understanding perspective structurally—not to judge or privilege it, but to see how it organizes

cognition.

Where critical thinking often asks, “What’s wrong with this?”, structural systems thinking asks, “What’s
going on here?” It begins with curiosity, not critique. It values awareness over judgment. And it
acknowledges that thinking is always situated—always the product of frames, boundaries, relationships,
and parts in motion.
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This is not to reject critical thinking outright. It is to locate it within a broader system of cognition—one
in which critique is one move among many, and where the structure of thought is as important as its
standards. The alternative is not uncritical thinking. It is systemic, structural, and self-aware thinking that
begins not with a negative filter, but with an attempt to see clearly what is.

We suggest that an adaptive and useful approach consists of two key shifts. First, to focus on what is
rather than what should be. This orientation aligns with structural realism, where the litmus test for
thinking is not moral or ideological judgment, but empirical fit—the degree to which mental models map
accurately onto real-world systems. This alignment may emerge gradually through incremental revision or
arrive suddenly in moments of insight, but it always returns to the pragmatic test of what works.

Second, we propose learning to understand systems in a way that surfaces and removes hidden
biases—retaining only those perspectives explicitly chosen for a fit-for-purpose reason. This is the
function of the Love Reality Loop (LRL) and DSRP theory, which together offer a structural,
metacognitive alternative to normative critique. These frameworks empower the thinker to observe
without distortion, to model without projection, and to think with clarity rather than preconception.

In this view, critical thinking is not the absence of bias—it is a bias itself: a particular stance, much like
problem-solving. Just as problem-solving frames the world in terms of problems and solutions, critical
thinking frames it in terms of brokenness, fixability, and epistemic judgment.

In the same way that we have encouraged our graduate students for years to “stop solving problems and
start understanding systems,” we now suggest a parallel transformation: “stop being critical of
information and start seeing the underlying structure of information.” Stop critiquing systems and start
listening deeply to them.

The difference may seem subtle—but, as Gregory Bateson once said, it is a difference that makes a

difference. Structural cognition—and its twin, structural realism—begins not by fixing what we think is
broken, but by learning to see what is.
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