
SYSTEMS THEORY 

• Encourages us to keep the objective 
of a system in mind. 

• Problem centred in many ways. 
• Points out a different way of looking 
at problems & the questioning 

approach often reveals 

inconsistencies. 

• Emphasises that problems are very 
complex & our understanding 

always incomplete 

• People are also systems 
 

It is not… 

Social critique like critical theory is 

Does not go out to reform the world 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
• All systems have inputs and outputs 
• All systems take inputs and turn 
them into outputs 

• All systems absorb energy and 
generate some form of energy 

• Systems work in a certain order. 
 

We should approach any problem 
by asking ourselves: 

 

• Where does the system fit into the 
total environment? 

• How do the components fit together? 
• What helps the system work & what 

prevents it from working more 
efficiently? 

• What is the goal of the system? 
 

CRITICAL THEORY 
 

Main Ideas 

Morals & Ethics are important 

Criticism against power structures 

Focus on power games 

Want to liberate everybody from 

oppression 

Against marginalisation 

 

Key Concepts 

Critical Theory 

Systems Theory 

Oppression 

Emancipation 

Critical Reflection 

 

Teaching and Learning 

Critical Pedagogy 

Everybody has a voice 

Critical Thinking – against 

marginalisation 

 

Main Proponents 

Karl Marx (social theorist) 

Michel Foucault (Philosopher) 

Paul Freire (Cuban Presidente) 

Jurgen Habermas (Social Theorist) 

H Marcuse 

T Adorno 

 

Other Proponents 

Jesus of Nazareth 

Gautama Buddha 

Moses 

Mohammed 

Leon Trotsky (Russian 

Revolutionist) 

Most feminists 

Frantz Fanon (African Social 

Theorist) 

Amilcar Cabral (African 

Philosopher) 

 

 

SYSTEMS THEORY 

Advantages Disadvantages 
• Reveals blind spots in people’s thinking 
• Encourages openness & scientific collaboration 
• A simple philosophy (everything a system with a 
function) 

• Often uses difficult language to say something simple 
• Sometimes vague & impractical (abstract) 
• Ignores problems of power, prefers status quo to 
considering change 

 
CRITICAL THEORY 

Can help us to… Failures… 
• Realistically assess power 
• Identify those who have power and those who don’t 
• Id weaknesses in existing power structures 
• Define our own personal power & weaknesses 
• Re-examine our priorities 
• Re-assess our lives 

• Can become fanatical 
• Sometimes too simplistic in analysis of power 
• Can be too idealistic 
• It may lead to despair and violence 
• Tends to ignore human emotions & desires 
• Can be a very grim philosophy 

 

CRITICAL THEORY 

A method of inquiry 

 

Started in Germany 1930’s (problems 

with Nazism) 

Powerful Globally influential 

Philosophy since 1960’s 

 

Most famous theory 

Is Marxism (to abolish all inequalities of 

wealth and all social inequalities 

 

A form of social criticism 

 

Aim 

• Total emancipation of each and 
every human being from all forms of 

oppression 

• Concerned with beating / changing 
a system 

• Unmask the powerful 
 

Ideologies/philosophies influenced: 

Marxism 

Feminism (woman’s rights) 

Black Rights Movements 

Socialism 

Some Postmodernist thinking 

 

Critical theorists believe that science 

cannot be totally neutral & objective, 

that knowledge is a human need, 

that mass media & the global money 

market manipulate societies and we 

should try to discover hidden 

assumptions and look at what 

enslaves people. We should try to 

alter social reality by the way we 

participate in it. 

 

Is there a better way 

to live? 


