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EDC1015 – APRIL 2013           notes compiled by KARIMA 

BOOK: RETHINKING OUR WORLD – THIRD EDITION - NOTES ON CHAPTERS 1 to 10 

CHAPTER 1 – thinking clearly and learning from experience: the beginning of our new world  

LOGICAL EMPIRICISM divided into: 
o Linguistic analysis 
o Logical symbolism 
o Empiricism 

 
LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS and EMPIRICISM – PG1 to PG 22 

o The meaning of words is important in philosophy. 
o Analyzing statements is one of the major tasks of philosophy; it helps us think clearly 

and precisely. 
o Thinking clearly and precisely is regarded as important because we cannot be free or 

have a democratic society if we have never learned to think clearly. 
o Linguistic analysis is a philosophy that concentrates on finding the exact meaning of 

words. 
o Focus was on Logic, Linguistic Meaning, Verifiable Facts 
o First philosopher who challenged us to think clearly was Plato, who lived in Greece. 
o According to Plato, the moment we start thinking clearly and precisely, our lives and the 

world around us take on new meaning. 
 
Arguments for God – pg 9 

o Some philosophers have identified a number of arguments in support of the existence 
of God. 

o These arguments include the following: 
1. The argument from design – invites us to examine the world & universe around 

us. 
2. The argument from religious experience – the word ‘experience’ tells us that this 

argument is an empirical argument. 
3. The argument from morality – based on empirical observation i.e. that all human 

beings have morals. 
 Argument 1 – has been conclusively refuted 
 Argument 2 – is problematic 
 Argument 3 – is invalid 

 
Atheism Today – pg 13 

o Best known atheist of modern times is British biologist Richard Dawkins, whose 
approach was based entirely on empiricism. 

o Published a bestselling book – ‘The God Delusion’ 
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Linguistic Analysis – pg15 
 

o All these statements are true: we do not have to check if it is true. 
 One and one equal two 
 A physical object cannot be round and triangular at the same time 
 Either it is raining or it is not raining 
 No bachelor is married 
 A woman is either pregnant or not pregnant 

 
o Statements that must be true fall into two categories: 

 Mathematical statements 
 Statements that contain the word ‘is’ or the words ‘is not’. 
 Statements that must be true (or false) are said to be ‘true’ (or false) by 

definition’. 
o Concerned with the question: ‘WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS WORD OR SENTENCE’.  
o More precisely – ‘WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THESE SYMBOLS’. 
o Linguistic analysis concentrates on trying to find the exact meaning of words. 
o Was a movement in early twentieth-century philosophy 
o Based on the thinking of:  

 Ludwig Wittgenstein 
 Bertrand Russell. 

 
o Claims that almost all philosophical problems can be dispensed with once their 

underlying linguistic bases are exposed. 
o In other words, claims that if, no matter how hard we try to solve a problem, we fail, 

then we are dealing with a false problem, or more likely, we are dealing with a 
meaningless set of words. 
 

o Most popular exponents (as a means of arriving at the truth)are: 
 Bertrand Russell (British philosopher) 
 A J Ayer 

They focused on three things: 
 Logic 
 Linguistic meaning 
 Verifiable facts 

 They attempted to  
 Find out how and why we know a statement is true, false or meaningless. 
 ‘Get to the bottom of reality’ by closely analyzing how language worked 

and by closely analyzing what a ‘fact is’. 
o Another, philosopher, Ludwig Wittgenstein, started as a linguistic analysis supporter but 

moved away from this position, as a result of his experiences in the First World War. 
o Linguistic Analysis is concerned with the question: 

 ‘What is the meaning of this word or sentence?’  
 More precisely – “what is the meaning of these symbols?’ 
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What linguistic analysis can help us to do – 
pg16 

What linguistic analysis can’t help us with 

1. Think more clearly Moral problems 

2. Be precise in what we mean Life choices 

3. Spot hidden assumptions in 
arguments 

Facing our own mortality 

4. Be aware of manipulation and 
dishonesty in all forms of propaganda, 
including mass media 

Seeing the people we love suffer 

 
 
Logical symbolism and argument – pg 17 

o The philosophical movement that focused on linguistic analysis also focused on logic. 
o The aim was to get to what we might call the ‘bare bones’ of truth. 
o For e.g. the following must be true: 

 All humans are mortal 
 John is a human 
 Therefore John is mortal 

o The aim of logic, in philosophy, is to arrive at the basic structure of truth. 
o This process is facilitated by representing objects and relationships symbolically. 
o Any statement that is true or false by definition can be expressed in the form of 

symbolic logic. 
 

What is a fact? – pg 18 
o We concentrated on language and how we need to analyse words and symbols that 

make up our language community. 
o We don’t live only in the world of language or the world of logic; we live in a world of 

facts. 
o We use our senses to tell us facts. 
o We do this so naturally 
o We use our senses and our experience to establish facts, to check facts. 
o This is the most reliable form of knowledge and information we have. 

 
Empiricism – PG9 
o Philosophy of empiricism claims that all true knowledge is based on what we can 

experience for ourselves. 
o Empiricism means ‘experience-ism’. 
o All experience is based on what we observe through our five senses (sight, smell, 

hearing, touch and taste). 
o This is the reason empiricists tend to reject the whole idea of GOD, we can’t see God 

with our eyes or hear what God says with our ears. 
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QUICK SUMMARY – PG 19 & 22 
o Empiricism - Method of inquiry in philosophy that argues that experience gained 

through the traditional five senses (seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, tasting) gives us 
our most reliable form of information. 

o Modern science – based on the empirical belief that what is true is confirmed or 
disapproved by sense experience. 

o Empiricism Origin –  in British and American philosophy 
o Concerned with establishing the truth by means of scientific testing. 
o Empiricism tests, or checks, to see whether what is claimed to be true is confirmed by 

way we experience the world through our senses. 
o Question empiricists ask is, ‘HOW DO I KNOW IF SOMETHING IS TRUE?’ 
o Answer is: - ‘I ONLY KNOW SOMETHING IS TRUE IF I HAVE EXPERIENCED IT THROUGH 

MY SENSES’. 
o Their other answer is: - ‘I ONLY KNOW IF SOMETHING IS TRUE IF I CAN TEST IT 

SCIENTIFICALLY’. 
o Claims that our most reliable form of knowledge comes from direct experience through 

the senses. 
o Claims that science gives us the most reliable form of truth. 
o Empiricists claim that experience is the only reality there is. 
o All knowledge based on our own experience and other peoples’ experiences. 
o People who promote empiricism tend to be critical of the claims of religion and the 

claims of ideologies such as Marxism. 
 

o If ignored, 
 We will fail to learn from our experiences and in the process make ourselves 

vulnerable to anything that is false. 
 This could have serious consequences 
 Example: Imagine defying the law of gravity and jumping off a ten-storey 

building, experience tells us that if we jump into fresh air we will fall to the 
ground like a stone. 

 Ignoring, this fact would certainly lead to severe injury, if not death itself. 
 

o Linguistic analysis, logical symbolism and empiricism together formed a school of 
British philosophy known as LOGICAL EMPIRICISM (called LOGICAL POSITIVISM). 

o Logical positivism thrived during the first half of the twentieth century in Britain and 
United States. 

o Today, empiricism is still a force in philosophy but logic less so. 
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What Empiricism can help us do – PG 22 What the failings of Empiricism are 

1. Understand how our physical world 
operates 

1. It place too much emphasis on science 

2. Test the truth of certain claims 2. It ignores human values 

3. Refute what is false 3. It views human beings as machines 

4. Respect the natural laws of the 
universe 

4. It tends to ignore anything that cannot 
be explained scientifically 

5. Learn from experience 5. It confirms truth to that which can be 
experienced through senses. 

 

 

Advantages – PG 1 study guide Disadvantages 

1. Encourage disciplined thinking Ignore human values 

2. Discourage prejudice Considers emotions as unimportant 

3. Help with clear thinking Places too much emphasis on science 

4. Verifies knowledge  

 

Main Proponents 

o B Russel,  

o AJ Ayer,  
o J Locke,  
o D Hume,  
o RS Peters,  
o BF Skinner 

 

CHAPTER 2 – asking questions: challenging what the world tells us 

Critical Rationalism – pg 28, 29, 30 
 

o Concerned with ‘questioning and open-mindedness’ 
o Method of enquiry in philosophy that encourages questioning is called critical 

rationalism. 
o Another name for it is scientific rationalism. 
o Goes back to Socrates, who lived from 470 to 399 BC, first philosopher who challenged 

ideas and beliefs. 
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o Socrates encouraged us to challenge existing ideas and beliefs by question them. 
o Karl Popper most important supporter in 20th century. 
o According to Karl Popper, we can find that a statement is definitely false, but not that it 

is definitely true. This is known as ‘Principle of falsification” 
o Principle of falsification and asking questions makes critical rationalism a open-minded, 

antidogmatic and anti-authoritian philosophy.  
o Is essential for the future of true democracy.  
o Aim is to make sure we don’t believe in an idea that is false, this way we can find out 

more about world and progress knowledge. 
o Critical Rationalists emphasize that scientist must be objective. 
o  Completely against societies where people can’t speak their minds freely and discuss 

things openly. 
 Empiricism and critical rationalism are ‘partners’. 

o Both methods of enquiry in philosophy emphasises the need to search out the truth as 
honestly as possible.       

o Empiricism focuses on searching for objectives truth, critical rationalism focuses on 
avoiding falsity. 

 
People who promote Critical Rationalism: 
o Stephen Hawking (British scientist) 
o Albert Einstein (German scientist) 
o Karl Popper (British philosopher) 
o Godwin Sogolo (African philosopher) 
o Helen Suzman (South African politician) 
o Hannath Arendt (German American philosopher) 
o Nelson Mandela (former South African president) 

 
The problem of values in critical rationalism – pg 10 study guide 

o Values guide scientific research, but science and objectivity should be used to examine 
our values. 

o Values are important in scientific research – honesty, reliability and truthfulness. 
o People not honest and reliable will make research results meaningless and untrue. 
o Scientist and we find things out by trial and error. 
o Difference between scientific statements and nonscientific statements is that scientific 

statements can be proved wrong and nonscientific statements cannot be proved wrong. 
o Aim of science is to find satisfactory explanations by trying to reject what is false and 

find a more acceptable explanation. 
 Be more open to what other people think 
 Be more tolerant and understanding 
 Solve problems 
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- Five characteristics: 
o Claim that values must be open for debate 
o Believe human beings can solve their problems by thinking clearly and by discussing 

everything openly 
o Question what we’re told and should carefully examine our own ideas 
o Focus on avoiding falsity 
o Ask the question: “Are we sure we’re right?” 

 

TYPES OF FALSE ARGUMENT (Most useful tools – Classification of False Argument) pg 34 
1. Name-Calling e.g. greedy capitalist 
2. False cause-and-effect e.g. referendum 
3. Straw man argument (falsely representing an opinion to discredit it) e.g. stereotyping 
4. Appeal to emotion eg. fear 
5. Argument from popularity e.g. “most people…” 

ADVANTAGES  DISADVANTAGES 

o Encourage questioning 
 

o Makes people feel insecure 
 

o Promote justice & fairness 
 

o No help with quick decisions / 
immediately 

 

o Basis for democracy 
 

o Action  
 

o Help with problem solving 
 

o Cannot help with finding meaning in 
life 

  

What critical rationalism can help us to do? 
Pg33 
 

What critical rationalism can’t help us to do? 
Pg 33 
 

 Question what people in authority 
tell us. 

 

 Make quick decisions 
 

 Be more open to what other people 
think 

 

 Find the meaning of life 
 

 Examine our own opinions more 
carefully 

 

 Deal with people who are dishonest 
 

 Be more tolerant and understanding 
 

 Make us feel secure 
 

 Solve problems 
 

 Solve the problem of suffering 
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CHAPTER 3 – How in the world can we give our lives meaning? Pg 43 & pg 12study guide 

EXISTENTIALISM – PG 43 to 52 

o It is a method of enquiry in philosophy that is, concerned with the question 
“What is the meaning of life?” (existentialism - existence-ism) 

o People from different cultures will answer this question differently. 
o Individuals should find their own meaning in life 
o Existentialist believes there is a purpose and meaning to life, and we should 

discover them for ourselves. 
o People should not be told what their unique lives mean 
o Freedom of choice/decision is very important 
o Existentialists DO NOT believe that there is ONE MEANING to life (e.g. to live for 

God or the church or some ideology) 
o Modern existentialist believe that ‘our duty’ is to decide, for ourselves what life 

is about 
o Believe that we should repeatedly ask ourselves one question: ‘Is this how I want 

to spend my life?’ 
o Ignoring existentialism is equal to running the risk of living what the 

Socrates(Greek Philosopher) called, ‘The unexamined life’ – which is not worth 
living 

o Western societies have intended to ignore existentialism, in belief that 
technological progress could satisfy all human needs. 

o These societies are now paying a heavy price for this delusive love affair with 
technology – social breakdown, violence, alienation and cynicism are now the 
hallmark of the West. 

 
Philosophers  

1. Plato (philosopher) said the whole of philosophy could be summed up in one question: 
“How do we live?”(What is the meaning of life) pg44 
 

2. Michel Foucault (French philosopher) – 
 concerned about huge influence modern institutions (schools, big business, 

prisons, hospitals, civil service, etc)  have on human existence. Pg45 
 He said, human beings are free and unformed but institutes (schools) force 

people in them to conform to sets of rules and in the process, people become 
uncertain of themselves, afraid and artificial. 

 He said, the real problem is that modern life is  
 totally dominated by institutions and by ‘rules and regulations’ 
 Everything we do, ‘according to the clock’,  
 we feel we have to ‘fit in’ 
 we feel we have to, ‘be accepted’ 
 ‘be like everyone else’  

 He asks the question, ‘ARE YOU YOURSELF’ 
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3. John Locke (philosopher)  
 He advocates freedom of human beings. 
 He argues that 

 We are all by nature free and equal 
 But how valid are these claims about freedom and equality? 
 In what ways do you feel that you are human, free and equal? 

 
Main proponents 

1. Socrates  
2. Plato 
3. Michel Foucault 

 
Some  Proponents 

1. Jean-Paul Sartre 
2. Franz Fanon 
3. Jean Baudrilliad 
4. Jacques Derrida 
5. Frederick Nietzsche 
6. WEB du Bois 
7. Kgalushi Koka 
8. Michael Foucault 
9. Lucy Irigaray 
10. Simone de Beauvoir 

 
THE SPIRITUAL LIFE pg 46 

1. Thomas Moore (psychologist and counselor) -      
 His book is called, ‘Dark nights of the soul’.  
 He wrote the following: 

 The spiritual life is both deep and transcendent. 
 It shouldn’t whisk you away from daily challenges but offer you an 

intelligent way of dealing with all complexity involved. 
 It should make you a person of character and discernment, emotionally 

tough and intellectually demanding, also loving and compassionate. 
 It should give you insight into the deepest of your questions and 

problems and a vision that extends beyond everyday issues’. 
 

2. Sandile Dikeni (South African performance poet and journalist) – pg 47 
 He wrote the following poem(while contemplating the predicament of his 

existence): 
 Poem is called, ‘African Worker’s Lullaby’.  

 
3. Raymond Carver (American Poet) – pg 48 

 He wrote the Poem (during what was a time of distress for him) 
 Poem is called, ‘lowa Summer’ 
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NIHILISM – pg 49 
 

o Nihilists – are some people believe life has no meaning, that it is pointless trying to live 
a good or worthwhile life.  

o The opposite of existentialism is nihilism 
o Nihilism means, the philosophy of nothing’ 
o According to nihilist – 

 there is no purpose in life 
 there is no such thing as the soul 
 human beings are  a tiny bit of nothing in the vastness of the universe 
 life is simply a waste of time 

o The motto is – 
 ‘So what?’ 
 It doesn’t matter who we are or what we do 

o Nihilism can lead to violence and chaos 
o Nihilism can also free people who have grown up in very repressive religious 

environments. 
 

What existentialism can help us do -  pg49 What the failings of existentialism are – pg50 

 Question other people’s ideas and 
values 

 It may make us too trusting 

 Be more open about ourselves  It can be confusing 

 Trust our instincts  It may lead to despair 

 Spot fakes  It may leave us feeling helpless and 
angry 

 Enjoy life more  It may be seriously disruptive 

 
BLACK EXISTENTIALISM – pg50 
 

o Lewis R Gordon (Scholar) - contemplates the situation of black people in the world 
generally 

o He wrote a book called, ‘Existence in Black: An Anthology of Black Existential Philosophy, 
 Contemplates the situation of black people in the world generally, when he asks 

the question: ‘What is to be done in a world of nearly a universal sense of 
superiority to, if not universal hatred of, black folk?” 

o Another response to the question, ‘What is the meaning of life?” is found in what is 
known as black existentialism. 

o Black Existentialism focuses on the problem of the situation of blacks in the world 
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CHAPTER 4 – What of an African world? Pg 52… & 17… study guide 

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY – PG 53 to 65 

What does it mean to say:’  

o Have its roots in oral (spoken) tradition. 

o Its written form dates back to the pharaohs in Egypt. 

o African philosophy emerged as a response to the way colonialism and imperialism 

controlled or dominated the cultural, scientific, economic and political lives of Africans. 

o Post-colonial era in Africa revolves around the struggle for an African identity. 

o African traditional thought and western traditional thought ask the following questions: 

 How should we understand the Universe? Who and what is God? 

 Who is my neighbor? 

 What is my duty to my community? 

 How should my community be governed and led? 

 

o Western economic writers refer to Africa as ‘the world’s basket case’.  

o They point to Africa’s wars, starvation, financial collapse and corruption as evidence that 

Africa seems to suffer from some sort of death wish. 

o Western media still see African people as being backwards, as needing the help of the 

West. 

o African history has been dominated by colonial occupation. 

o Colonialism provided the framework for the organized subjugation of the cultural, 

scientific and economic life of many on Africa continent. 

AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY pg54… & pg18 study guide 

o African philosophy developed because African intellectuals sought to disprove the 

belief held by western philosophers that Africans cannot develop a fully-fledge 

philosophy. 

o *NB* = African philosophy puts the community first (centre of life). 

o *NB* = unlike western philosophy which regards the individual as centre of life. 

o *NB* pg55 - AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY>Main thing= a response to problems+ troubles in 

Africa and the domination of western thought. 

o African traditional thought was concerned with – 

 Nature of cosmos 

 Conceptions of deity 

 The philosophy of the mind 

 A communalist and humanistic notion of moral responsibility 

‘I am an 

African? 
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 A consensual philosophy of politics. 

o African community shares some features with Buddhist ideas of the human community 

as being a vast, ever-expanding net of spiritual, psychological, biological and emotional 

relations. 

o African community like the Buddhist community includes the unborn, the living spirits of 

the dead, the earth, mountains and sky. 

o In the era of post-colonialism, African scholars felt they had to develop social and 

economic philosophies that would enable Africa to develop. 

o They rejected capitalism because of the importance of community and the West’s 

destruction of Africa. 

o Instead, they created various forms of socialism which were based on traditional African 

social and political communalism. 

African Scholars are: pg 55 & pg18 study guide 

 Julius Nyerere of Tanzania – idea of ujamaa 

 Kenneth Kaunda – ideas of Zambian humanism 

 Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana – put forward the idea of scientific socialism 

 Sekou Toure of Guinea – put forward the idea of scientific socialism 

 Leopold Senghor of Senegal – with his reference to Negritude 

 Steve Biko – ideas on Black Consciousness 

 

o Methods of enquiry – pg 55, 56 

1. Ethnic philosophy 

 Defined as ‘the philosophy of Africa’. 

 It is distinctive and consists of religious and moral beliefs of the continent 

of Africa. 

 This philosophy should not be simplified – given the vastness of this 

continent and diversity of the people of Africa. 

 It contains people’s views of life and Africa’s ability to criticize its own 

traditions 

 Philosophy of Africa  looks at the ‘whole’ experience of human beings = 

the philosophy of Africa is ‘HOLISTIC’ 

2. Sage(wisdom) philosophy 

 Focuses on individuals in society known to be wise and far-sighted and 

who think critically. 

 These are people whose views challenge the authority of community’s 

decision. 

 Western version of ‘wisdom’ – historically, these people have been social 

critics and innovators. 
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3. Political philosophy 

 It is unique 

 Main representatives of African philosophy is: 

1. Kwame Nkrumah 

2. Julius Nyerere 

3. Amilcar Cabral 

4. Leopold Senghor 

5. Frantz Fanon 

 The assumption underlying this philosophy is that it must be a peculiarly 

African political philosophy and different from capitalist, socialist or 

communist political philosophies. 

 

4. Pure philosophy 

 Is philosophy done by African philosophers in the areas: 

 Empiricism 

 Critical rationalism 

 Existentialism 

 Representatives of this type of philosophy are: 

1. Kwasi Wiredu 

2. Peter Bodunrin 

3. Henry Odera Oruka 

4. Kwame Anthony Appiah 

5. Paulin Hountondji 

 

o People who promoted African philosophy 
1. Kwame Anthony Appiah  (Pure) 
2. Peter Bodunrin (Pure) 
3. Paulin Hountongji (Pure) 
4. Kwasi Wiredu (Pure) 
5. Henry Odera Oruka (Pure) 
6. John Mbiti 
7. Ngugi wa Thion 
8. Sebun Gbadegesin 
9. Kwame Gyekye 
10. Tsenay Serequeberhan 
11. Amilcar Cabral (Political) 
12. Frantz Fanon (Political) 
13. Leopold Senghor (Political) 
14. Kwame Nkrumah (Political) 
15. Julius Nyere (Political) 
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UBUNTUISM – PG 57 
o Traditional African thought is ubuntu. 
o Is related to human happiness and well-being 
o Translated in English – ‘humanity’ 
o The fuller meaning of the word can be found in the Nguni expression, Umuntu 

ngumuntu ngabantu which means: A human being is a human being through other 
human beings (‘I am because you are’) 

o Avoids materialism of western world 
o Recognizes that human self exists and develops only in relationships with other persons. 
o Caring, sharing, forgiveness, reconciliation 
o Non-violent transition of South Africa from a totalitarian state to a multi-party 

democracy is based on the values of Ubantu. 
o Commitment to peaceful co-existence among ordinary South Africans in spite of their 

differences. 
o The ethos of “ubuntu” is one single gift that African philosophy can bequeath on other 

philosophies of the world. 
o Ubuntu describes a sense of unity between people through which we each discover 

our own strengths and virtues 
o African philosophy is essentially a form of EXISTENTIALISM. 

 
 

What African philosophy can do – PG 58 What African philosophy cannot help us do 

1. Build communities 1. It does not challenge power structures 

2. Encourage human beings to be 
more humble 

2. To date, it seems to be unable to 
accept women as men’s equals 

3. Give us a deeper understanding of 
ourselves 

3. It does not encourage critical thinking 

4. Help us appreciate mystery 4. It tends to ignore the needs of the 
individual person 

5. Re-examine the need for tradition 
in human life 

5. It tolerates cruel superstitious practices 
(e.g. burning of witches) 

 

CHAPTER 5 – CAN WE CHANGE OUR WORLD?  

SYSTEMS THEORY and CRITICAL THEORY – PG 66 to 83 

o What is a system? 

o ‘The system’ is the political, social and economic system. 
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WHAT WE LIKE ABOUT ‘THE SYSTEM’:       
IT ALLOWS US TO – pg66 

THIS IS WHAT WE HATE ABOUT ‘THE 
SYSTEM’ –pg 66 

1. Choose whatever religion we want 
(or no religion at all) 

1. Going to work everyday 
 

2. Read whatever books we want to 2. Shopping at supermarkets 

3. Decide how we spend out leisure 
time 

3. Traffic jams 

4. Buy wool 4. Listening to the news on the radio 

5. Indulge in hobbies, such as 
building model aircraft 

5. Being in a rush all the time 

6. Enjoy good wine 6. Unkind people 

7. Buy African artifacts 7. Christmas time 

8. Buy Persian carpets 8. Standing in a queue 

 9. Untidiness  

 

The Capitalist system - PG 67 

o Also referred to as capitalism 

o Nothing more than a gambling machine where the poor lose everything. (Fidel 

Castro) 

o New York Stock Exchange is the centre of the world’s financial system. 

o What happens on the New York Stock Exchange influences the global economy 

for better or worse. 

o There is something far less controllable that influences the world’s financial 

system – THE WEATHER – it is not part of any human system. 

o The weather directly influences global food production.  

o Hurricanes, storms and drought mean crop failure and this, in turn, means that 

we all pay high prices for our food, no matter where we live in the world. 

o The method of enquiry in philosophy that is concerned with the nature of 

systems and their effects is referred to as SYSTEM THEORY. 

 

SYSTEM THEORY – pg68 & pg24 study guide 

o Systems theory sees things as a whole  

o Does not believe in splitting things into parts, and encourages us to keep the objective 

of a system in mind. 
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o We should approaches a problem by asking ourselves the following question: 

 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? 

o The most famous systems theorists was Ludwig von Bertalanffy (biologist), who came 

to the conclusion that living organisms had to be studied as a whole and not split up into 

parts (as done in Western medicine). 

o Modern systems theory is based on the idea that all systems share certain concepts: 

 The part of the system work together in some ways 
 All systems have goals 
 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 

o System theory is problem-centered. 
o Sees the world and human activity largely as a process of problem solving. 
o Not social critique 
o It says that there is a different way of looking at the problem 
o It applies to any system that helps us understand what make us human. 
o One such system is the, ‘enneagram’. 
o Origin of enneagram is various forms of primal and Eastern mysticism. 
o The enneagram is a systematic explanation of what social, economic and cultural 

systems do to us, as human beings. 
o Enneagram echoes African philosophy  

 
The enneagram and the human personality pg 69 

o Enneagram is known as “the personality system”, invented by Oscar Ichazo. 
o Main concept of enneagram system is that our personalities are distortions of what we 

really are: these distortions are the result of us having to fit into and survive in the 
cultural and social system into which we were born. 

o There are 9 main ways in which human beings become alienated from who they really 
are by the system into which they were born 

 Reformer –driven by anger 
 Helper – focuses on other people 
 Movie star – they learned in order to survive they have to impress others 
 Individualist – essentially sad people 
 Scientist – feels helpless and is afraid they ‘won’t make it’. 
 Loyal supporter – driven by fear, need inner guidance to stop feeling fearful of 

the future 
 Pleasure-seeker – had to cope with extremely painful experiences inflicted on 

them such as loss of one or both parents, serious trauma, poverty, etc 



17 
 

 Achiever – driven by an addiction of power 
 Peacemaker – driven by laziness, they are the ‘’peace at any price’’, people, the 

people who ‘’swing along’’ with others. 
 

ADVANTAGES - PG 25 study guide DISVANTAGES 

1. A simple philosophy (everything a 
system with a function) 

1. Often uses difficult language to say 
something simple 

2. Encourages openness & scientific 
collaboration 

2. Sometimes vague & impractical 
(abstract) 

 

3. Reveals blind spots in people’s thinking 3. Ignores problems of power, prefers 
status quo to considering change 

 
CRITICAL THEORY – PG74 & PG 26 study guide 

o Critical theory – a method of enquiry, which radically questions existing social, political 

and economic systems. 

o Concerned with changing a system or beating the system – economic, social or political, 

is reflected in the method of enquiry in philosophy. 

o Originated in Germany 

o Critical theorist believe they can offer us a comprehensive account of society and the 

production of knowledge. 

o Their aim is the total emancipation(empowerment) of each and every human being 

from all form of oppression 

o Believes that any power form of power structure is dangerous and destructive. 

o Claims that power structures do not just drive our economic and social life, they actually 

influence the way we think. 

o It is about society and the way in which we are all dominated by society, the social 

structures and the power structures at a certain time. 

o According to critical theorists, knowledge should not be manipulated by the powerful in 

society. 

o Knowledge should be part of everyday life. 

o Knowledge, including scientific knowledge, is part of human existence and our need to 

know is a human need – wants, desires, emotions and personal convictions guide all 

human beings and therefore also their scientific endeavour. 

o Most famous version of critical theory is Marxism. 

o This is because Marxism want to abolish all inequalities of wealth and all social 

inequalities. 

o Critical theory can be said to be a form of social criticism. 
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Critical Theory influences a number of philosophies and ideologies. 

 Marxism 

 Feminism (women’s rights) 

 Black rights movements 

 Some postmodernist thinking 

 Socialism 

Main Proponents 
1. Karl Marx (social theorist) 
2. Michel Foucault (Philosopher) 
3. Paul Freire (Cuban Presidente) 
4. Jurgen Habermas (Social Theorist) 
5. H Marcuse 
6. T Adorno 

People who have promoted Critical Theory 

1. Jesus of Nazareth 
2. Karl Marx(social theorist) 
3. Gautama Buddha 
4. Moses 
5. Mohammed 
6. Michel Foucault(philosopher) 
7. Paulo Freire(educationist) 
8. Fidel Castro(president of Cuba) 
9. Most feminists 
10. Amilcar Cabral(African philosopher) 

RELIGIOUS LEADERS AND SOCIAL CRITICISM –PG74 

o Buddha –  

 Gautama Buddha was the founder of a way of life know as Buddhism. 

 Is not a religion 

 It is a sophisticated and complex search for reality using, the powers of the mind. 

 Rejects any form of violence, including the violent overthrow of unjust social 

orders. 

 Today it is critical of militarism 

o Moses -  

 Contributed to the formation of the Jewish religion 

 The religion that Moses founded is based, like Islam, on a call for social justice 

under the One God. 
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o Mohammed – 

 Called to be Prophet of Allah 

 Believed that all human beings were created by Allah and that all are equal 

before Allah and that he is lord over creation and human life. 

o Jesus of Nazareth – 

 One of the most famous of all religious leaders 

 Main contribution to religion was his radical criticism of oppressive social and 

economic structures and his single-minded focus on what he called ‘’thy 

kingdom of God’’ 

o Karl Marx –  

 Famous critical theorist, not a religious leader. 

 Most influential work is Das Kapital 

 Famous and popular is the, ‘’The Communist Party Manifesto” 

 stood for hope & better tomorrow 

 Manifesto is simple in its aims: 

 Question: what is the aim of the Community Party? 

 Answer:  To organize society so that every member of it can develop and 

use all his abilities and powers in complete freedom and without hurting 

society. 

 Question: How do you wish to achieve this aim? 

 Answer: By the elimination of private property and its replacement by 

community of property 

o Marxism – (most famous version of critical theory) wants to abolish all inequalities of 

wealth and all social inequalities. 

o Marxists believe that we shall never experience happiness while we continue to be 

dominated by powerful people and powerful economic systems that trap us. 

The Shape of Power – pg 77 
o Michel Foucault (French philosopher)  

 Saw how the shape of power changes 
 Concerned with the power of institutions such as schools, churches and big 

business. 
Problems Researched in Critical Theory – pg 27 study guide 

o Researchers using critical theory look at a way in which educational and social reform is 
related to changing power structures in society. 

o Also, look at what happens in classrooms, lecture halls or in society itself and how these 
practices influence learners’ identities. 

o Instrumental and manipulative approach of modern society is seen very clearly in 
modern education and training institutions. 

o From the age of 6 upwards, children are made to fit into the ‘system’. 
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Ken Wilber and systems theory – pg 80 

o New thinker and philosopher has brought his own ideas to systems theory 
o The key to Wilber’s thought is his rejection of all forms of fragmentation and his 

conviction that we need a ‘pattern that connects’’.  
o The problem with all the forms of philosophy is that they are all partially truths, but 

they all claim to be the whole truth. 
o  He brings all philosophies, all religions, into one. 
o This one he calls ‘the holon’. 
o Unique with in human thought because it claims that all forms of reality have an ínner’ 

and an óuter’, an individual aspect and a social aspect. 
o Basic holon has 4 quadrants 

 
Credo Mutwa – pg82 

o Africa, too, has its ‘system breakers’. 
o Zulu Sanusi or shaman and is a official storyteller and keeper of the Zulu people in South 

Africa. 
o His knowledge has been made available to only the highest initiates of the African 

shaman tradition. 
o Pledged to expose what is really happening in the world and who is behind it. 

CHAPTER 6 - Rethinking a woman’s world 
FEMINISM –PG84 to 96 & pg 30 study guide 

o Feminism is a group of philosophies rather than one philosophy, whose focus is on 
sexual stereotyping, in particular the rejection of the assumption that women are 
inferior to men. 

o Women from different cultures and different societies have designed their own forms of 
feminism. 

o It lobbies for recognition and acknowledgement of the worth of women in society. 
o Feminism theory advocates that women, just like men, have rights that ought to be 

respected and not violated, that women have valuable talents and strengths, and that 
they are equally capable of doing anything men can do.  

What critical theory helps us to do? Pg80 Where critical theory fails 

1. Realistically assess power 1. Can become fanatical 
 

2. Identify those who have power and 
those who don’t 

2. Sometimes too simplistic in analysis of 
power 

3. Identify weaknesses in existing power 
structures 

3. Can be too idealistic 

4. Define our own personal power & 
weaknesses 

4. It may lead to despair and violence 

5. Re-examine our priorities 5. Tends to ignore human emotions & 
desires 

6. Re-assess our lives 6. Can be a very grim philosophy 
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o Feminism has enormously empowered women who have been let down by men; both 
psychologically & morally: 

 Divorces 
 Single mothers 
 Battered wives 

 
 List of forms of feminism: 

o African feminism – deals with the whole question of western colonization, gender and 
white male domination in Africa. 

o British and American feminism – Divided into first and second wave feminism 
o European feminism – More Marxist and existentialist than British and American 

feminism 
o Islamic feminism – focuses on the whole place of woman in Islam and generally 

contends that Islam gives moral and spiritual equality to men and woman 
 

All feminists focus on the following issues: 
o Sexual stereotyping 
o Creating a bigger place for woman in the world 
o Rejecting the view that woman are inferior to men 

The Women’s movement in Africa – pg86 
o Patriarchy deeply embedded in societal structures – contributes significantly to 

oppression of the African continent. 
o Contributed significantly to the oppression of African women. 
o Referred to as, ‘THE SISTERHOOD OF AFRICA’, which is, 

 Political 
 Pragmatic 
 Reflexive 
 Group-orientated 

o African feminism focus on the struggle of African women to create a space of 
independence and dignity out of a triple layer of oppression, namely: 

 Colonial 
 Western patriarchal 
 African patriarchal cultures 

o Argues that African liberation depends on the development  of an independent feminist 
voice that will perpetuate the tradition of female involvement in African societal affairs. 

o Focuses on the politics of gender, that is, the power relations between men and women, 
which are structured around opposing notions of masculinity and femininity. 

o Black woman’s studies, as a method of enquiry, interpret feminism as a western 

cultural phenomenon, under whose influence local woman’s movements have 

challenged gender dimensions of customary laws in arguing for social change. 

o Proponents of the woman’s movement in Africa have argued for the power of 

sisterhood that comes from recognizing and respecting the municipality of perspectives 

that make up Feminism in Africa. 
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o Proponents of the woman’s movement in Africa rely on post-colonial theory; have 

explored issues such as the construction of the ‘other’ and the unique perspectives and 

experiences of colonized races and cultures. 

o African feminism criticizes Western and European feminists for trying to speak for 

African Woman, denying them the ability to voice their thoughts 

People that were involved in the Black woman’s studies in Africa: 

1. N’Dri Assie-Lumumba    
2. Florence Abena Dolphyne 
3. Amina Mama 
4. Lindiwe Zulu 
5. Maria Nzomo  
6. Mamphela Ramphele 
7. Catherine Odora Hoppers 
8. Molara Ogundipe-Leslie 
9. Ifi amadiume 
10. Nnaemeka Obioma 
11. Ama Ata Aidoo 
12. Philomina Okeke 
13. Rodo Barbre Gaidzanwa 

 
FIRST WAVE FEMINISM – PG 91 
 

o ‘First-wave feminism’, believe that woman should be given the right to vote and 
that woman should be equal before the law. 
 

First-wave feminism has links to: 

o Most women in Europe gained the right to vote and various social rights. 
o Methods of enquiry in philosophy 

 Critical rationalism – questions tradition 
 Critical theory – Challenges all forms of power 

 Empiricism – asks us to look at reality objectively, including social reality 

o Patriarchal Fundamentalism 

 Islamic fundamentalism is, rather a misleading phrase, a better description we 

believe, would be ‘patriarchal fundamentalism’. 

 Is a system of fanaticism, usually spread and imposed on women and many men 

by a tiny handful of militarist who has gained recent political control of a society 

or country. 

 It is a system that seems to be based on ageing despotic political dispensations 

and extreme poverty. 
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 The universe was created and is ruled by a male god who created men in his 

image to worship him. 

 Everything else is non-divine and belongs to the class of animals, women 

included. 

Feminist Christian theology – pg 92 

o Asks the question, ‘Who said God was male?’ 
o The notion that God is male is, argue some feminist theologians, a direct violation of the 

First and Second Commandments 
o Calling God “Father” points to a redeemed masculinity.  
o God is beyond any form of human understanding and to worship him as male would be 

idolatry. 
o Jesus never referred to women as being inferior to men. 

 
SECOND WAVE FEMINISM - Claims – Women … pg 94 

 are people in their own right 
 should reject men’s definitions of what makes a woman valuable 
 should not make defensive claims to “equality with men” if anything - superior to 

men 
 happiness does not depend on romantic or marital relationship with a man 
 Create own happiness should practice philosophy as people’s reality to date 

defined by male philosophers. 
 Women have the right to control their own fertility, including abortions on 

demand 

o Second-wave feminism has links to: 

 Critical rationalism – questions the status quo 
 Critical theory – radically challenges the status quo 

 African philosophy – attempts to decolonize the effect of domination of white 

males 

 Logical empiricism – feminism precisely defines the problems women face 

 Empiricism – it looks at the actual biological differences between man and 

woman 

o Feminism is based on the principle (At the heart of the women’s rights movement) that 

women have innate worth, inalienable rights and valuable ideas and talents to 

contribute to society.  

o It insists not only that women be given equal rights to men, but that they be respected 
for themselves as well. 
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o Feminism claims that the entire experience of “being human” has been seriously damaged 

and distorted by masculine domination and the marginalization of woman 
o Feminism claims that woman have been denied basic human rights and that men have 

shown themselves to be unworthy leaders of the human race by repeatedly indulging in 
acts of war, violence etc 

o Feminism is based on the principle that woman have innate worth, inalienable rights, 
valuable ideas and talents to contribute to society 

o If we ignore feminism then there is a possibility of us living in a state of barbarity rather 
than civilization 

 
CHAPTER 7 - Who in the world am I? 
 
PHENOMENOLOGY – pg97 to 106  & pg 34 study guide 
 

o Teaching and learning –pg 34 study guide 
 Learning is the discovery of the self 
 Teaching is helping learners to discover who they are. 

o Main Ideas – pg 34 study guide 
 Inner being is more important than the outside world 
 Essence of phenomenon is being researched 
 Important in various religions, such as Buddhism 
 Discovery of truth is important 

o Phenomenology – the method of enquiry that asks us to reflect on ourselves and the 
world we live in. 

o Claims that human beings and the world interact with each other the whole time, the 
one influencing the other. 

o Can be summed up in the following statement: 
‘I am in the world and world is in me’. 

Feminism can help us to… pg 95 Where Feminism Fails… 

1. Encourage women and men to re-
examine their value systems 

1. Tends to dismiss power & affection 
created by romantic 

2. love between men & women 

2. Give women enormous psychological & 
moral power 

3. It limits dialogue and understanding 
between men & women 

3. Help ‘rescue’ traditional marriages that 
are failing 

4. Tends to portray all men as naturally 
predatory 

4. Give women courage 5. Encourages women to refuse to work 
alongside men (may be self defeating 
in terms of social change 

5. Bring alternative ideas to social 
problems 

6. Tends to idealise women 
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o Phenomenology says that we need to connect with the real world – natural world of 
earth (trees, flowers, pets, mountains, the ocean) and other people (our spouse, 
children, the people in the street, everyone). 

o The real world includes man made things – houses, tables, chairs, buildings, cars, 
highways, shops, etc. 

o A crucial point – each and every one of us has a real, essential self with a vocation. 
 

o Phenomenology put into the following categories: All these forms focus on the ‘real 
world’. 

 Phenomenology of the self (Who am I?) 
 Social phenomenology (who and what is my community?) 
 Cosmic phenomenology (our place in the universe) 

o Believes that the most dangerous thing is falsity. 
o Falsity means to deceive, this includes: 

 Individual pretence (someone who is always out to impress) 
 Social falsity (working out who is more important than whom). 

o Phenomenology asserts that we should not reduce people to things or objects by 
ignoring those huge areas of human experience that we can’t ‘see’ and ‘measure’. 
 

o MAIN PROPPNENTS 

 Husserl 

 M. Heidegger 

 M. Green 

 J. Derrida 

 

o People who promoted phenomenology: 

 

 The Dali Lama (Buddhist leader) 

 Credo Mutwa (African Shaman) 

 Martin Heidegger (German philosopher) 

 Jacques Derrida (French philosopher) 

 Kwame Gyekye (African philosopher) 

 Chuwudum Okolo (African philosopher) 

 Oshita Oshita (African philosopher) 

 Martin Luther King (Afro-American social activist) 

 Albert Einstein (scientist) 
 

o Phenomenology and the mystery of human existence – pg100 
 Essentially concerned with what it is that makes us who we are as human beings. 

o A method of enquiry in philosophy 
 It encourages us to ‘wonder anew’ at who we are, at who we long to be. 
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Quick summary: 
o Looks at things and ourselves as they really are 
o Believes that theories about ourselves and about life and the universe can be very 

misleading and may lead to falsehood and deep unhappiness.  
o Historically, tend to promote religious belief because it asks us to look closely at our 

inner lives rather than our material possessions. 
o Today science has moved in and religious institutions are believed to intimidate people 

into submission & conformity.  
o Finding self is better off without these forms of religion 

 
o Great religious leaders  

 Buddha 
 Mohammed 
 St. John of the Cross (Christian tradition) 

 

Advantages – pg34 study guide Disadvantages 

1. Ethical concerns are important 1. Can be authoritarian 

2. Enables us to examine our lives closely 2. Language can be difficult 

3. Slow down 3. It can be too uncritical of authority 

4. Lead less stressful lives  

5. Humanitarian and compassionate  

 
 
 

Phenomenology helps us to: Phenomenology fails: 

6. Examine closely our lives 1. It can accept social evil 

7. Reject false value systems 2. It can lead to mental confusion 

8. Slow down and lead less stressful lives 3. It can be very morally demanding 

9. Resist other people’s demands and 
expectations 

4. It has been criticized for not being a 
problem solving philosophy 

10. Find happiness 5. It tends to be too uncritical of 
authority 

 
o In a nutshell: pg 106 

 
 Phenomenology asks: ‘Who am I? Who is this ‘I’ that constantly interacts with 

the world around me? 
 Claims that our biggest challenge is to confront ourselves in all our ambiguity 

and complexity and this to get nearer to the ‘real me’. 
 Encourages us to resist power structures by a process of retreat and non-

engagement rather than confrontation. 
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 Ignored, we run much the same risks as when we ignore existentialism. 
 We will probably lack the capacity to ‘feel’ and we are likely to never, or rarely, 

experience moments of real joy or real pain. 
 A society that ignores phenomenology runs all the same risks as a society that 

ignores existentialism. 
 
CHAPTER 8 –  
HERMENEUTICS – PG107 to 120 & PG 38 study guide  
 

o Hermeneutics is concerned with signs and symbols, and how we interpret and 
understand them 

 The science of interpretation/communication  
 Theory of life as a process of interpretation 

o Learning  and teaching 
 Learning as interpretation 
 Teaching as dialogue 

o Method of enquiry - Focuses on symbols and how we interpret them 
 Literature 
 Art 
 Film 
 Poetry 
 Music 
 craft 

 Word ‘hermeneutics’ comes from a Greek word meaning ‘interpretation’. 
 Similar to another method of enquiry – existentialism,  
 existentialism asks, ‘What is the meaning of life’ 
 Hermeneutics asks, ‘How do we discover or create meaning?’ – In other words 

how do we understand and interpret the different kinds of symbols we 
encounter in our world? 
 

o Main ideas propagated by Hermeneutics 
 Emphasises the importance of listening and observing 
 Claims that the individual’s life experience influences the way they understand 

the world 
 Affirms the importance of dialogue in arriving at an understanding of any issue 
 It is anti-authoritarian and encourages the individual to create their own 

meaning and understanding 
o Today hermeneutics is ignored because of its huge impact on science, technology and 

consumerism. 
 

o People who promoted hermeneutics: 
1. Carl Jung (swiss psychologist) 
2. Hans-Georg Gadamer (philosopher) - claim both culture & history are NB to 

understand other human beings. 
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3. Martin Heidegger (philosopher) – claim both culture & history are important to 
understand other human beings. 

4. Wilhelm Dilthey (philosopher) 

5. John Dilthey (philosopher) 
6. John Mbiti (African philosopher) 
7. Ngugi wa Thiong’o (African writer) 
8. Cain Hope Felder (Afro-American New Testament scholar) 
9. Schleiermacher (philosopher) – believed it should be used for all forms of human 

expression. 
 

WHAT HERMENEUTICS CAN HELP US DO? Pg 
116 

WHAT HERMENEUTICS CAN’T HELP US WITH 

1. Create meaning 1. Define problem 

2. Discover our own hidden artistic 
abilities 

2. Overcome injustice 

3. Resist scientific arrogance and 
domination 

3. Be decisive 

4. Understand each other 4. Take action 

5. Be more tolerant of each other 5. Be more logical 

 
In a nutshell – pg 120 

o Method of Enquiry: 
 Examines symbols and the meaning of symbols 
 Imagery & symbolism taken seriously. 
 Arts & crafts even more important in human life than science. 
 Focus is on literature, art, film, poetry, music & craft. 
 Confronts science & demands meaningful science rather than cold, objective 

science. 
 Happiness linked with our own creativity (whatever form or cultural context) 

 
 
 
 

ADVANTAGES – PG 38 study guide DISADVANTAGES 

1. Anti-authoritarian 1. Very subjective 

2. Encourages individuals to create own 
meaning 

2. Can lead to waffle 

3. Dialogue important 3. Lack of discipline thinking 

4. Encourages learning as a life-long 
process 
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o Encourages people to be: 
 Poets  
 Writers 
 Authors 
 Actors 
 Painters  
 Musicians 
 Weavers  
 Potters  
 Quilt makers 
 Gardeners 
 Cooks  
 Homemakers 
 Designers 

o Does not disparage science and technology, but believes its only part of human 
achievement. 

o If we ignore hermeneutics then we will be deeply unhappy people because we will be 
ignoring our needs as human beings 

o Risk is real to our children brought up in Western schooling systems. 
o Digital race focusing children to perform in math, science and computer tech. while 

ignoring human & cultural studies 
o These philosophers believed that hermeneutics helps us to understand all forms of 

human behaviour. 
o Hermeneutics has critical implications for education because both learners and 

educators listen and communicate with each other, effective learning taking place. 
o When we study History we are listening to the voices of the past, communicating to us 

through documents & things left behind. (Found by archaeologists such as pots and 
tools 
 

o Symbols of the Universe  
 Albert Einstein’s Relativity formula 
 Modern mathematics using pictures now 
 Religious symbols 
 Consumer symbols  
 Dream interpretation 

 
o Key Concepts 

 Importance of listening and watching 
 Individual’s life experience 
 Understanding of the world 
 Conciliation, peace-making 
 Psychology 
 Dialogue 
 Anti-Authoritarian 
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CHAPTER 9 – Where in the world are we going? 
MODERNISM and POSTMODERNISM –PG130 to 140 & pg 43 study guide 
 
Modernism – pg130 (Remember to know definition of Modernism as this is a response to it!) 

o Modernism – the belief that has dominated Western society for the last two centuries 

o Modernism can be defined by saying that it is the science and technology that can fix 

everything 1940’s -1950’s 

o It is based on the conviction that science has improved the lives of human beings. 

o Science has enabled us to cure diseases, make our farming methods efficient, it has 

given us technological, urban world of today: - digital gadgets, hospitals, schools, 

computers, cars, satellite television, etc. 

o Modernism was at its strongest during the years following the Second World War, in 

late 1940 & 1950’s. 

o Same time, in the West, the slums were destroyed; children were inoculated against 

older killer diseases of the past: polio, smallpox, TB. 

o Money was poured into new education systems. 

o Western economies boomed and unemployment was minimal. 

o The motor car, telephone and television became part of virtually everyone’s lives. 

 

o Another side to modernism is: 

 Believes that the ideal human being is a cool, calm, rational person who can be 

relied upon to solve problems. 

 Believes that the ideal world will be a world ruled by reason and technology 

 Believes that emotions and relationships need to be ‘watched’. 

 Science is not keeping its promises, Western society became bedevilled by 

certain social problems: 

 Growing violent crime 

 Huge increases in unemployment 

 A widening rich-poor gap 

 Urban riots 

 Racial unrest in British and American cities 

 Political extremism  

o This is where Postmodernism come in. 
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Postmodernism – PG 131 & PG 43 study guide 

o Postmodernism – it pursues the questioning process to what some believe to be an 
extreme. 

o Postmodernism tells us that there must be something else besides science and 
technology that can fix things 

o Does not believe in definitions and a number of postmodern philosophers have even 

resisted being labeled ‘postmodern’. 

 

o Examines the following aspects of the human condition: 

 The way in which we see ourselves 

 The failure of science to solve many problems 

 The fact that reason may not be a good guide to solving certain problems 

 The power of large, modern institutions over the individual  

 The need to experience all our emotions to the full, including our anger 

and sexuality 

 Our inner needs 

 Mental anguish and mental illnesses 

 Where we get our standards of right and wrong 

 Whether we can trust our standards 

 Who defines what it means to be  “a normal human being” 

 Whether technology is morally neutral 

 

Methods of enquiry in philosophies that have a connection to Postmodernism: - 
 Phenomenology (They ask: Who are we?) 
 Hermeneutics (They believe: Symbols and images speak to us) 
 Empiricism (They ask: What is actually going on?) 
 Feminism (They ask: Who says that the male is the “norm”?) 

 

Main Proponents 
 Jacques Derrida (postmodern writer, died 2004, focused on our need for deep 

relationships and our need for love and acceptance. 
 Michel Foucault – died of Aids 1984, most famous of all postmodernists 
 Jean Baudrillard – focused on the power of imagery in the modern world 
 Jacques Lacan (trained psychologist) –believed that human beings, like animals, are 

driven by basic need (hunger, sex, need for contact with others) 
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Postmodernism helps us to: pg 137 Postmodernism fails 

1. Reassess the quality of our lives 1. It may encourage destructive behavior 

2. Resist pressures to turn into 
workaholics 

2. It has not yet given us any alternatives 
to science as a way forward 

3. Gain more creative energy 3. It underestimates the need for 
disciplined efforts in any human 
endeavor 

4. Question the claims of rigid morality 4. It can lead to despair 

5. Lead freer lives 5. It is elitist. It needs to simplify its 
language to make it more accessible to 
non-intellectuals 

 
 

ADVANTAGES – PG 43 study guide DISADVANTAGES 

1. It re-assesses the quality of our lives 1. May encourage negative attitudes 

2. Resists pressure to be workaholics 2. May encourage destructive behaviour 
e.g. drug dependency 

3. Leads to more creative energy 3. Does not provide alternatives to 
science 

4. Questions claims of rigid morality 4. Discourages disciplined effort 

5. Encourages freer lives 5. Leads to despair 

 6. Is elitist & inaccessible   

 
o One man’s life – Friedrich Nietzsche (professor of philology(linguistic) – pg 137 

 One of the greatest ironies and tragedies was the neglect of the philosophy of 
Friedrich Nietzsche during the twentieth century. 

 Twentieth century was blinded by scientific dogmatism, ideology such as 
Marxism and the rise of religious fundamentalism, corrupt politicians and 
continual warfare. 

 First postmodernist, who lived from 1844 to 1990. 
 Some of his work 

 Beyond Good and Evil 
 Thus spake Zarathustra 
 The Twilight of the Idols 
 The anti-Christ 
 The Gay Science 
 Ecce Homo 
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In a nutshell pg 139 
  

o Postmodernism is a response to the bewildering world of technology and virtual reality 
that has mushroomed over the past twenty years or so. 

o It is a western philosophy but, ironically, since it takes seriously the human condition in 
whatever form that takes, it can engage in dialogue with African philosophy. 

o To ignore Postmodernism then we are ignoring what our world is. 
o These who ignore tend to be rather closed people with rigid value systems they aren’t 

prepared to question.  
o Such people can be faced with sudden catastrophe and find they’re ill equipped to cope 

 
Rethinking postmodernism – pg 139 
 

o Raises important questions & challenges our faith in modernism 
o Does not believe in definitions/labels  
o Invites us to rethink our belief in science and scientific progress 
o Sheds light on what it means to be human – including all the trivia! 

 
o Rethinking our world author asks: 
o Who defines “real” philosophy and intellectual endeavour from something that is 

bogus? 
o Disquieting findings are: 

 Some philosophers have derided the theory. 
 Questioning postmodernists’ academic jargon suitable and adequate. 
 Notoriously difficult philosophy and time consumer to understand 
 Doesn’t aid in problem solving 
 Self-proclaimed frivolousness not helping with serious threats from e.g. religious 

terrorism and political fanaticism. 
 Science no longer seen as an enemy of art or poetry, however it is of traditional 

forms of institutionalized religion. 
 Important to remember that one postmodernist claimed to be an 

 empiricist – Michael Foucault 


