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Research unde r wa y b y thi s autho r seeks t o retur n t o von Bertalanffy’ s philosophica l

deliberation s believin g tha t the y ca n provid e a n inpu t whic h i s a s ye t untappe d

and whic h provide s a  journe y throug h phenomenologica l an d existentia l ideas . Th e

motivatio n for the research stems from thre e interlinke d areas . First, in examinin g the

beginning s o f Critica l System s Thinking , a justificatio n i s foun d fo r it s embrac e o f

diverse input s whic h began wit h Critica l Theor y an d Habermas . A  mai n conclusio n

is tha t any diversit y mus t have one thin g in common : i t mus t no t violat e systemicity .

This lead s t o a n examinatio n o f th e initia l Habermasia n incorporation , wher e on e

finds tha t a  questio n whic h directl y lead s Critica l System s Thinkin g t o conside r

critical awareness , socia l awareness , an d huma n emancipatio n remain s unanswered .

An answe r i s provided , bu t thi s answe r comes fro m a n a s ye t untappe d sourc e i n

the field , the work of Jean-Pau l Sartre. Th e appearance o f Sartre i n providin g what is

deemed t o be an importan t answer begs th e furthe r questio n of whethe r he can infor m

Critica l Systems Thinkin g withou t violatin g systemicity . A  retur n t o vo n Bertalanffy ,

in th e thir d section , show s tha t n o suc h violatio n i s pendin g sinc e a  readin g o f hi s

philosophica l deliberation s pave s th e wa y fo r a n inpu t fro m Sartre , firs t throug h the

phenomenologica l traditio n an d the n throug h it s existentia l variant . I n th e process ,

the systemi c natur e of bot h Sartre’s approach an d ethical concern s unfolds .

KEY WORDS : Critica l System s Thinking ; Genera l Syste m Theory ; Sartre ; vo n
Bertalanffy .

1. INTRODUCTIO N

“If someone wer e t o analyz e curren t notion s an d fashionabl e catchwords , h e
would fin d “systems ” hig h o n th e list”-so wrote Ludwi g vo n Bertalanff y i n
the Introductio n t o hi s 196 8 revise d editio n o f General  System  Theory  (vo n
Bertalanffy, 1968, p . 3). Indeed, since his instigation, a  systemic discipline has

1 School o f Busines s Strateg y an d Operations, Facult y o f Business , Kingsto n University , Kingsto n

Hill, Kingsto n Upo n Thames, Surre y KT 2 7LB, Unite d Kingdom .

585

1094-429X/99/1200-0585$16.00/0 ©  199 9 Plenu m Publishin g Corporatio n



586 Georgiou

emerged which includes System Dynamics , Sof t System s Thinking , Complexity

Theory, Cybernetics , an d Critica l System s Thinking—t o nam e bu t a  few . This

paper touche s upo n Sof t System s Thinkin g bu t i s focuse d o n Critica l System s

Thinking.

As a  biologist, vo n Bertalanff y disagree d wit h employing reductionis m to

the appreciation o f livin g organisms. He argued tha t i n dividing the m into parts

and treatin g these a s closed system s and independen t unit s of analysis , one lost

touch wit h the dynami c and synergisti c interplay o f organisms: “fo r a n under -
standing, not only the elements but their interrelation s as well are required” (von

Bertalanffy , 1968 , p. xix) . To this end he developed his theory of open systems in

the mid-1920s, elucidatin g functiona l an d relational organismi c behavio r withi n

a wide r environmenta l context . Thi s developmen t complemented th e theor y of

closed systems an d more i s derived o f thi s relationshi p later i n the paper.
The work on open systems was soon to inform the more ambitious project of

General System Theory, whos e aim was the “formulatio n and derivation of those

principles which are valid for systems in general” (von Bertalanffy , 1968, p . 32).

These general principles  were to be derived fro m the isomorphy exhibited across

different fields , enablin g a n effectiv e methodologica l mean s o f controllin g and

instigating the transfe r of principle s fro m on e field to another, thu s minimizin g
duplication of  “th e discover y of  the  sam e principle s in  differen t fields  isolate d

from eac h other ” (vo n Bertalanffy , 1968 , p . 80) . Th e pape r late r reflect s upo n
this as an ontologica l approach an d furthe r conclusion s ar e derived .

By the 1950s, vo n Bertalanff y (1968 , p . 186) was applyin g his research t o

psychology i n order t o arriv e at a “system concep t in the sciences o f man.0148 He

argued agains t a  mechanistic conceptio n o f huma n beings, critiquin g prevailing

psychology o f th e time , an d emphasize d th e consequentia l importanc e o f th e

mental world on material events . This part of his work is especially relevan t fo r

the research outline d in thi s paper an d merit s detailed attentio n whic h mus t be

postponed unti l another time .

The 1970s sa w the rise o f Churchman’ s influenc e an d the couplin g of von

Bertalanffy’ s System s worldvie w wit h interpretivism , on e resul t bein g Check -
land’s “sof t systems, ” whic h aimed a t tacklin g human-socia l problem s (Jack -

son, 1985a, 1987 ; Checkland , 1981a) . Churchma n an d Checklan d argue d tha t

human systems require d an understandin g of systems of meaning, includin g the
values which people ascribe t o the world (Flood, 1999a ; Jackson , 1982). In Sof t

Systems Thinkin g systemicit y i s transferre d “fro m th e worl d t o th e process o f

enquiry int o th e worl d .. . th e syste m i s no t something ou t there i n th e situa -

tion but is the process o f enquiry , a process whic h happens to make use of pure

systems models” (Checkland, 1989) . Now , the concept “system ” did not belong

only t o observable phenomena;  i t coul d b e use d t o ma p ou t people’s percep -

tions o f a problem usin g tools whic h enabled the m t o vie w their perceptions a s

systems withi n wider systems. I n this way, debate an d accommodation coul d be
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achieved i n a  rational wa y fo r problems steeped in nonrationa l entitie s suc h a s

culture and values (Checkland, 1981a) .

Since th e 1980s, Critical System s Thinkin g ha s also concerned itsel f wit h

designing new methods whic h make use of the system concept—a notabl e exam-

ple i s Total System s Interventio n (Flood and Jackson, 1991a) . Th e importanc e

of perception s a s map s i s also supported , albei t withi n a  deeper philosophica l

outlook based o n Kant’s problematic/critical idealism , whic h i s deemed indis -

pensable to Critical Systems Thinkin g (Flood an d Ulrich, 1990). Indeed, i t is this

generally increase d referenc e t o philosoph y an d th e social science s whic h has

led Critica l System s Thinkin g t o critiqu e the wor k o f Churchman , Ackoff , and

Checkland (Jackson , 1982)—althoug h all three hav e been fa r fro m dismisse d b y
this field (Flood an d Jackson, 1991b) , indicated , i n particular, throug h the wor k

of Ulric h (1987 ) whos e indebtednes s t o Checkland an d Churchma n i s explicit .

The critiqu e is based o n a  framewor k of concerns tha t have bee n stated widel y

and cente r upo n critica l awareness , socia l awareness , methodologica l comple-

mentarism , theoretica l complementarism , an d huma n emancipatio n (Jackson ,

199la). The y hav e bee n informe d throug h philosophica l deliberations , initiall y

stemming fro m Critica l Theor y an d th e Frankfur t Schoo l (Roo d an d Jackson ,

1991b). This pape r focuse s on aspect s o f the philosophica l deliberations .
Before a n outline of the paper i s presented, tw o issues whic h have arisen in

the Critical Systems Thinkin g literature should be mentioned: the first, and more

overt, regards th e search fo r foundations ; th e second, and more subtle , regard s
the bypassin g of von Bertalanff y i n this branch of systemic thought . The research

to be presented disagree s wit h the forme r an d question s th e latter .

1.1. Critica l Systems Thinking: Foundations vs. Concerns

All areas withi n the systemi c discipline acknowledge th e importance o f the

Systems worldview . Critical System s Thinkin g uses systemi c arguments , that is,

arguments based o n a  worldvie w of interrelate d systems , i n order t o address it s

concerns. I n order t o do this , i t has draw n upo n diverse systemi c argument s in

philosophy, for example, the works of Habermas, Foucault , and Marx, to mention
only three . Thi s diversit y appears t o lac k convergence. However , thi s lac k o f

convergence i s most appropriate, a s Flood an d Ulric h (1990) explain :

[We] wish to poin t out tha t notion s of convergence , or absolutisms , should be avoided

in critica l studies . For instance , i t i s anticritica l to expec t tha t w e ca n wor k toward

a vie w wit h whic h “w e al l fee l comfortable ” ( a bounded ide a promote d b y severa l

eminen t “system s thinkers”) , b e i t wit h th e output s of methodologica l activitie s o r

indeed the methodologica l approach itself. Contrar y to this , we propose tha t we should

remai n uncomfortable . A  “truly ” critica l approach mus t be open to emancipatio n from

itself an d even t o calls of abolishment , as mus t the “output ” o f methodologica l activ -

ities. A s w e tak e ou r theorie s to th e practica l worl d o f me n an d women , w e mus t
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equally allo w these practica l peopl e t o brin g thei r world s t o ou r system s interven-

tion.

This poin t sometimes tend s t o b e ignored . Fo r instance, Brocklesby an d

Cummings (1996) explore whether Critical System s Thinking can be informed

by the thought of Foucault, tracing the historical developmen t o f Habermas and
Foucault i n th e literature an d examinin g the difference s betwee n th e tw o wit h
regard t o systems. Their mistake i s that they also wan t to spark debate i n order

to assess “th e relative merit s of each a s a basis fo r Critical System s Thinking ”

(1996). This search for a basis, o r foundation , is quite unlik e what Critical Sys-

tems Thinkin g i s about . Moreover, thei r argumen t i s essentiall y flawe d fo r i t

effectively says : “Here w e hav e Critica l Systems Thinking . No w let’ s find it s

basis,” i.e. , th e conclusio n i s presented wit h the premises stil l t o be found . I f

we wer e t o follo w this through , the ver y suggestion tha t w e examine th e rela -
tive merits o f other bases mean s that, at best, Critica l Systems Thinking’s basis

is weak and questionable and , at worst, Critical System s Thinking ha s no basis
at all . By approaching th e discussion i n this way (i.e. , inversely, give n Critical

Systems Thinking , search fo r a  basis—a s the y hav e done) , an y philosophica l
foundation attribute d to Critical Systems Thinkin g becomes—as Walte r (1998)

suggests when discussing philosophical reflection s evident in pop songs—in dan-

ger of being reduced to the rank of a gimmick, a way of establishing brand iden-
tity, a weapon used to convince a skeptical audience of the approach’s relevance .

Apart fro m th e faul t i n their argument, Brocklesby an d Cumming’ s search is , in

any case, irrelevant due to the convergence argumen t stated above whic h reflects

the natur e of Critical System s Thinkin g where one mus t talk of sources  which

can inform  it s concerns—not of bases o r foundations .

1.2. Critica l Systems Thinking: Th e Gestation Period and the By-Passing

of von Bertalanffy

One should therefore approach Critical Systems Thinking not as a school of

thought requirin g foundation . Flood (1999b ) describes i t as “a space an d forum
within whic h reflectiv e researchers ma y buil d a  commo n strengt h i n prepara -

tion for further challenges ahead.” This echoes Schecter’s (1991) vie w 8  years
earlier:

Another requiremen t is tha t the critica l (overarching ) perspective maintain s it s inde -

pendence fro m particula r approaches . I n [th e word s o f Floo d an d Ulrich] , “Being

critical i s no t a  qualit y o f a  certai n position o r approach , rathe r i t i s th e qualit y o f

remainin g self-reflectiv e wit h respect t o .. . al l position s or approaches.”

The situation in 1980 was very different , however. The early 1980s may be

called the “gestation” period o f Critical Systems Thinking , where relevant con-

cerns were being argued, but they were not yet identified by a common name. In
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1983 one witnesse d the first mention of a “critical system s perspective” (Ulrich,

1983; Jackson, 1985b). A t least by 1988 (Oliga)—and perhaps earlier—th e term

“critical system s thinking ” was bein g used . The birt h an d baptism o f “Critica l

Systems Thinking ” cam e i n 199 0 (Floo d an d Ulrich , 1990 ) an d wer e furthe r

marked b y Floo d an d Jackson’ s (1991b ) Critical  Systems  Thinking:  Directed

Readings i n 1991 .

The gestation period wa s a  tim e whe n foundationalis m was a  ho t pursuit ,

with Habermas ’ influenc e claimin g the large r shar e o f th e territory . The foun -

dationalist stance i n Critical System s Thinking wa s short-lived , however , since

it soon became apparen t tha t ther e existed other relevan t systemic sources fro m

which t o draw i n order t o tackl e the concerns—witnes s th e Foucauldia n strand

(Flood, 1990 ; Jackson , 1991b ; Davila , 1993; Valero-Silva , 1996a , b ) an d th e

promising, bu t a s ye t undeveloped, MacIntyria n inpu t (Munro , 1997).

One o f the strikin g element s of thi s period i s tha t littl e attention seems t o

have bee n pai d i n th e way s von Bertalanffy’ s ow n philosophica l deliberation s

may provid e usefu l input . Critica l System s Thinkin g bega n b y generatin g a n

externally influence d framewor k beginnin g directly wit h th e though t of Haber -

mas and bypassing the internal, existing source of von Bertalanffy.

1.3. Structure of the Paper

Research unde r way by thi s author (Georgiou, 1999a, b) seeks t o retur n t o
von Bertalanffy’ s philosophical  deliberations  believin g tha t they can provid e an

input to Critical Systems Thinkin g which is as yet untappe d and whic h provides

a journa l throug h phenomenologica l and existentia l ideas .

The motivatio n for the research stems fro m thre e interlinke d areas whic h

the paper her e aim s t o mak e explici t i n three sections . Broadly , wha t unfold s

is the groundwor k for a  Sartrean inpu t to Critical Systems Thinkin g in order t o

addresss thre e o f its concerns: critical awareness , socia l awareness , an d human

emancipation.
Section 2  show s how , i n examinin g the gestatio n perio d o f Critica l Sys -

tems Thinking , on e find s hidden , withi n the argument s surroundin g Sof t Sys -

tems Thinking’s search for sociological underpinnings , a  justification fo r Critical

Systems Thinking’s embrace of diverse input s which began wit h Critical Theory

and Habermas. A  main conclusio n i s that an y diversity mus t have one thin g in

common: i t must no t violat e systemicity .

The Habermasian incorporatio n i n the gestation perio d lead s t o an exami -

nation, in Section 3 , of this initial incorporation in informing Critical Systems

Thinking. One finds that a question which directly leads Critical Systems Think -

ing t o consider critica l awareness , socia l awareness , an d huma n emancipatio n

remains unanswered . An answer i s provided, but this answer comes fro m a n as

yet untappe d source in the field, the work o f Jean-Paul Sartre .
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The appearance o f Sartre i n addressing wha t is deemed t o be an important

question beg s th e furthe r questio n o f whethe r h e ca n infor m Critica l System s

Thinking withou t violating systemicity . A return to von Bertalanffy , i n Section 4,

shows that a reading of his philosophica l deliberations paves the way for an input

from Sartre , firs t throug h th e phenomenologica l traditio n an d the n throug h it s

existentia l variant . In the process, th e systemi c natur e of both Sartre’s approac h

and ethical concerns i s touched upon. Therefore n o systemic violation results.

2. A  JUSTIFICATION

The gestatio n o f Critica l System s Thinkin g begin s i n Mingers ’ attemp t

to groun d Sof t System s Methodolog y withi n a n appropriat e socia l theory—a n

attempt explicitl y supporte d by  Checklan d who  “see s [his ] methodolog y as
compatible wit h Churchman’ s analysi s of “inquirin g systems” (Mingers , 1980 ;

Churchman, 1971) . This desir e t o complemen t Sof t System s Thinkin g (in gen-

eral) with a social theory is echoed b y Jackson (1982) and both come in the wake
of othe r simila r attempt s (Prevost , 1976 ; Checkland , 1978 ; Naughton , 1979a;

Thomas and Lockett, 1979).
Jackson (1982) , i n particular,  makes i t clear tha t the interest i n informin g

Soft System s Thinking through social science spurn s from Vickers’ (1978) claim

that profession s whic h manage human systems lack support fro m th e social sci -

ences. I n disagreeing wit h Vickers , Jackson claim s tha t ther e i s a  mass o f rel -

evant theor y i n th e socia l sciences , althoug h i t i s i n nee d o f bein g sorted out ,

and couple s thi s wit h th e assertio n tha t i t i s t o th e socia l science s whic h th e

professions tha t manag e huma n systems , an d system s practitioners , mus t tur n
for th e theoretica l guidanc e needed.  Th e clai m tha t th e are a o f concentratio n

should li e withi n the social science s i s made wit h no obvious consideration fo r

the theoretica l suppor t whic h may be provided throug h General Syste m Theory
itself. Instead , Jackson take s a t fac e valu e the claims pu t forwar d by Naughto n

(1979b) that General System Theory does not seem likel y to provide the neces-

sary theoretical support. When i t comes to informin g Critical Systems Thinking ,

the research her e does not agree .

Like Jackso n afte r him , Minger s (1980 ) als o bypasse s th e philosophica l

deliberations i n General Syste m Theory a s buildin g blocks o f a critical system s

thinking. Admittedly, Mingers’ was an attempt to ground Soft Systems Thinking

in a n appropriate socia l theory , and no t to foun d a critical system s thinkin g per

se. However, i n followin g past attempt s to ground Sof t System s Thinkin g in an

appropriate social theory and in proposing a Habermasian input, he inadvertently
paves th e wa y fo r th e Critica l System s Thinking , whic h wil l subsequentl y be

carried forwar d by Jackso n in 1982. Thi s i s traced below .
Mingers’ Habermasian argumen t is supported throug h the use of Burrell and

Morgan’s typolog y o f social scienc e an d throug h Checkland’s delineatio n tha t
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Soft System s Methodolog y (and , implicitly , Sof t System s Thinkin g in general )

spans two o f the quadrant s i n the typology , on e o f whic h is also inhabite d b y

Critical Theory—where the latter is shown as also being embraced b y the former

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Checkland, 1981a, pp . 280–281, 1981b).

This delineation leads one to consider tha t Dando and Bennett (1981) have

mirrored thre e broa d Operationa l Research/managemen t scientifi c (OR/MS )

paradigms wit h three equall y broad sociological paradigms :

The thre e paradigms suggested [for] O.R.— official , reformist  an d revolutionary—can

be related to the posilivist, interpretive  and critical paradigm s taken u p in Sociology.

In th e same paper the author s equate the revolutionar y OR paradig m wit h

the critica l OR paradigm—makin g it clear tha t the terms are interchangeable —

hence equatin g Critical System s Thinkin g with revolutionary , Marxist-inspired

agendas outline d in thei r argument.

Recall that Checkland and Mingers have placed Sof t Systems Methodology

in the Burrel l and Morgan typology in such a fashion so that it embraces Critical

Theory. No w consider th e clai m made b y Thomas an d Lockett (1979 ) tha t the

critical/revolutionar y stance:

... [identifies ] wit h wha t [i t sees ] a s th e rea l interest s of th e workin g class , i.e . a

transitio n t o a  socialis t societ y whose creatio n in practic e i s i n tur n a  validatio n o f

Marxis t theory.)

This ha s als o bee n quote d b y Dand o an d Bennet t a s par t o f thei r argu -

ment. “B y contrast,” Dando an d Bennet t go on to say, ”the sof t system s scien-

tists claim that, although they are not objective, their work is available to every-

one.” Thi s i s a  rejection b y th e sof t system s scientist s o f the Marxist-inspire d

critical/revolutionar y stance , a  rejection whic h Thomas an d Locket t also high-

light.
Hence the Burrell and Morgan delineation made by Checkland an d Mingers

remains dubious in its embrace o f Critical Theory. A t thi s point there are three

options: Critical Theory ma y be ignored , i t may be explored furthe r withi n th e

Checkland/Mingers proposals, o r it may be viewed as available as a foundation

for a  new branch o f thought . Indeed, the latter option materialized.

The ne w concerns, whic h wer e t o become identifie d as Critica l System s

Thinking, foun d a relevant home in Critical Theory. There appeared n o need to
turn back toward von Bertalanff y t o justify systemicit y since systemicity existed

in the Habermasian arguments which followed. But if systemicity could be found

outside o f von Bertalanffy, then tha t justified inpu t from other external sources

as long as they argued in systemic terms. This enabled Critical Systems Thinking
to embrace diverse input s a s long as a  prime requirement , systemicity, wa s not

violated. This simultaneously signaled th e end o f the search for foundation s in

this field, although, as discussed earlier, the signal was still being ignored in 1996
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within th e literature . Th e Habermasia n inpu t became jus t on e o f th e relevan t
inputs towar d addressin g th e field’ s concerns .

3. A  QUESTION

The Habermasia n incorporatio n i n th e gestatio n perio d i s no w examine d

with the specifi c aim of highlightin g an importan t unanswere d question, to which
an answe r i s given .

Mingers (1980 ) draw s upon the similaritie s betwee n Checkland’s approac h
and Habermas . Checklan d (1981a , p. 283) summarize s the three relevan t points :

In comparin g Habermas’ s though t wit h sof t system s methodolog y Minger s (1980 )

finds thre e majo r point s o f agreement . Firstly , bot h tak e seriousl y th e proble m o f

huma n action—a t th e sam e tim e purposive/rationa l (henc e capabl e i n principl e o f

being engineered ) an d natural , or unchangeable , as a  resul t of th e characteristic s o f

the huma n animal . Secondly, bot h conclud e that har d system s analysis , tied to techni -

cal rationality , canno t cope adequatel y wit h th e multivalue d complexitie s of th e rea l

world. Finally , both den y th e inevitabilit y o f th e divorc e betwee n rationalit y and val -

ues whic h characterizes natura l science , an d bot h tr y t o brin g th e tw o togethe r i n

rationa l communicativ e interaction .

Jackson subsequentl y provide s a  critiqu e o f th e Mingers/Checklan d posi -
tion b y concentratin g no t o n the similaritie s bu t o n the differences—whic h cri -

tique is then rejected b y Checkland (Jackson , 1982 ; Checkland , 1982) . One may
agree (or not) with Checkland’s repl y on the natur e of Soft System s Methodolog y
and on his comment s regardin g th e Weltanschauung  concept . A  most significan t
question pose d b y him , however, i s traced belo w an d a n answe r i s provided .

In order to answer Checkland’s question , some detailed attentio n is required
in Jackson’s (1982) argumen t whic h attempt s t o ruptur e th e Critical Theory-
Soft System s Thinkin g connectio n an d lay the foundation s of a Critical System s
Thinking whic h dislodges itsel f paradigmaticall y fro m Sof t System s Thinking :

Mingers an d Checklan d see m t o believ e tha t th e majo r differenc e betwee n sof t sys -

tems methodolog y an d critica l theory i s the latter’ s over t politica l stance.. . .  But thi s

is no t the case. Th e majo r differenc e i s theoretical . Haberma s recognise s tha t thoug h

the social worl d is created b y man , it is not “transparent ” to him . It escapes him , takes

on objectiv e feature s an d constrain s him. Man i s stil l in the grip of unconsciou s force s

and hi s action s stil l have unintende d consequence s .. . ther e i s [a ] need fo r a  critica l

moment (correspondin g t o an ‘emancipator y interest’) .

Checkland (1982) replies,

The reade r ma y fee l i t significan t tha t whe n Jackso n write s o f Habermas’ s vie w tha t

the socia l worl d take s o n constrainin g objectiv e features , ma n bein g “i n th e gri p o f

unconsciou s forces” , h e write s no t tha t Habermas  believes  thi s to be the case but tha t

he “recognises” it .
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Why is it that Habermas can claim to recognize the opaqueness o f the social

world? Checkland asserts tha t such a statement can be a statement of belief and

not o f perceived fact . A s such , a  particular Weltanschauung  is a t wor k here ,

which ha s no t been mad e explici t b y Jackson . Instead o f informin g his critic s

about Habermas’ worldview, Jackson (1983) opts for informing them of his own

Weltanschauung:

For myself, I  am prepared t o vie w the social worl d throug h the radica l sociological

paradigms identifie d by Burrel l and Morga n and t o se e wha t I can lear n abou t it by

doing so . I t seems tha t socia l system s can sometime s escape th e understandin g and

contro l of the individual s who , in interactin g one wit h another, create them . They can

therefore exhibi t ‘objective’ characteristics .

Jackson’s reply i s relevant to the subsequent developmen t o f Habermasian

Critical Systems Thinking but Checkland i s still left wanting a reply; the question

refers t o Habermas an d remains unanswered . Moreover, eve n i f Jackson’s ow n

Weltanschauung i s accepted a s mirrorin g tha t o f Habermas, mor e i s require d

in order t o explain its validity . Indeed, a  philosophical justificatio n is required,

one which allows for “a proper understanding of , and fidelity to, the distinctive
character o f individual huma n existence” (Cooper, 1999 , p , 36): a  character o f
alienation fro m th e world. In a word, one which examines the very condition of

Being. Habermas’ recognition tha t the socia l worl d takes o n objective feature s

and constrains man mirrors a  Weltanschauung, which is made explicit by Sartre.

This Weltanschauung  states that , althoug h situations in themselves ma y appear

to make u s impotent ,

the coefficien t o f adversity in thing s can not be an argumen t against our freedom , for it

is by us—i.e. , by the preliminar y positing of an end—tha t this coefficien t o f adversity

arises [and ] although brut e thing s can fro m th e star t limi t ou r freedo m o f action , it

is ou r freedo m itself whic h mus t firs t constitut e the framework , th e technique , and

the end s i n relatio n to whic h the y wil l manifes t themselve s as limits . (Sartre , 1995,

p. 482)

In summary , Checkland raise s th e issu e o f Habermas’ Weltanschauung,  a

point side-stepped b y Jackson but a point which is all important in validating the

Habermasian input in Critical Systems Thinking. The point is answered through
Sartre an d i t begs th e question : I f Sartre ca n answe r thi s issue, ho w else ca n

he infor m Critical Systems Thinking? Fo r i t i s this issue,  this Weltanschauung,

which directly  leads  Critical  Systems Thinking  to  consider  critical  awareness,

social awareness,  and human  emancipation.

At this point the appearance o f Sartre in providing what is deemed to be an

important answer raises th e furthe r questio n o f whethe r he can infor m Critical

Systems Thinkin g without  violating  systemicity.  Ther e ar e tw o option s avail -

able: eithe r examin e Sartre’s philosoph y fo r systemic argument s o r retur n t o
von Bertalanff y i n order t o se e whethe r a  Sartrean connectio n ca n b e mad e
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through the original General System Theory. I f either option provides a n affirma -

tive answer , there i s no violatio n o f systemicity . In the nex t section th e second

option i s chosen, whereb y a  reading o f vo n Bertalanff y paves th e wa y fo r a n

input from Sartre, firs t throug h the phenomenological traditio n and then through

its existentia l variant . In the process, the systemic structur e of Sartre’s wor k and

of some samples o f his argument s are highlighted .

4. A  RETURN T O VON BERTALANFF Y

von Bertalanffy’ s (1968) philosophical  argument s can b e located withi n a

wider philosophical movement , tha t o f the phenomenologica l tradition . It i s the

phenomenologically incline d indication s and rhetori c i n his wor k on whic h this

research focuses . It is believed tha t through them a case can be made for address-
ing the concerns o f Critical System s Thinking—in particular , the stress on critical

awareness, socia l awareness , an d huma n emancipation—i n a wa y in whic h von

Bertalanff y hinte d and which can substantiall y be developed throug h work done

in th e phenomenologica l tradition . Critica l System s Thinkin g i s a  philosophi -

cally incline d movement—i t i s to von Bertalanffy’ s philosophical deliberation s

to whic h one mus t turn.

A brie f overvie w o f th e analytica l an d phenomenologica l philosophica l
traditions begin s clearin g th e wa y fo r a n expositio n o f vo n Bertalanffy’ s phe-

nomenological sympathie s and thei r consequences fo r the groundwork unfoldin g

in thi s paper.

4.1. Overvie w o f Analytic and Phenomenological Philosophies

To begin with , the common groun d between both analyti c and phenomeno -
logical philosoph y i s that the y take an anti-Kantia n stance. Althoug h they agree

with Kan t tha t huma n experienc e i s limite d t o phenomena—tha t is , thing s

appearing t o consciousnes s an d existin g fo r consciousness—the y rejec t tha t
objects thu s experience d ar e construct s o f consciousnes s o r constructe d b y

consciousness. Sinc e object s exis t fo r consciousness , bot h tradition s follo w
Brentano’s reasonin g i n concludin g tha t consciousnes s i s transparent . Thi s le d

the analytica l philosopher s t o ignor e consciousnes s altogether , sinc e ther e wa s

nothing i n there  on whic h to focus , and atten d instea d o n it s objects. A s Jone s

and Fogelin (1997 , p . 274) poin t out,

This poin t of view—tha t consciousness ca n safel y b e ignored—wa s reinforced later

on b y a  behavioris m that , startin g fro m James , sanctione d by Russell , and supporte d

by th e positivists ’ Verifiabilit y Principle , maintaine d tha t sentence s about inne r states

can b e eliminate d withou t los s o f meanin g an d replace d b y sentence s abou t bodily

states.
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The analytical philosophers were accused b y the phenomenologists o f blind-

ness in assuming tha t the world i s made u p of only “encapsulated simple items ”

(Jones an d Fogelin, 1997, p . 274) . Th e phenomenologists regarded th e trans -

parency o f consciousness—its intentiona l nature as direction an d not as state —as

the primar y reaso n fo r attendin g t o consciousness. Agains t the reductionis m o f

the analytica l traditio n wher e explanation consist s in the analysi s o f complexes

into thei r parts , an d henc e th e vie w tha t th e worl d i s made u p o f onl y encapsu -

lated simple entities, phenomenology was directed toward the interconnectedness

of things—“fo r [phenomenologists] experienc e wa s a  river, no t a  collectio n o f

loose and separate sense data” (Jones and Fogelin, 1997, p . 274). I n a word, th e

phenomenologists, whilst retaining a  scientific attitude, rejected a physicalis t and

natural reduction o f phenomena whic h was reflecte d in the largely epistemologi -
cal an d logica l concern s o f th e analyti c philosopher s wh o too k thei r cu e fro m

the Britis h empiricists:

For th e mos t par t the y wer e eithe r epistemologist s o r logicians , and the y wer e no t

much intereste d (apparently ) i n humanity' s existential , or moral , relatio n t o th e asep -

tic world disclosed b y physics . Thus Russel l held tha t “whe n w e assert tha t thi s or that

has ‘value, ’ w e ar e givin g expressio n t o ou r ow n emotions. ” Th e phenomenologist s

were unwillin g t o writ e of f a s “subjective ” th e experientia l worl d o f lovely , hate -

ful , enduring , and transitor y things ; hence , the y too k thei r stan d o n thi s experientia l

world—ou r “life-world, ” a s the y calle d it . (Jone s an d Fogelin , 1997 , pp . 274-275)

This i s wh y Levina s coul d clai m tha t Husser l an d phenomenolog y wer e

primarily concentrated in ontology and took pains to clarify Husserl’s critiqu e of
naturalism , hi s regional  ontologies  an d thei r implie d interconnection s (Levinas ,

1998)—although Levina s himsel f wa s late r to move towar d a  primac y o f ethic s

in philosophy .

4.2. Th e Common Ground wit h vo n Bertalanff y

It i s a t thi s poin t tha t on e begin s t o find the common groun d betwee n vo n
Bertalanffy’s syste m theor y an d phenomenology—both tak e a n antireductionis t

stance i n viewing the world as dynamicall y interlocked systems , vo n Bertalanff y
(1968, p. xxii ) shows his phenomenologica l sympathie s when discussing system s

epistemology:

[Systems epistemology ] i s profoundl y differen t fro m th e epistemology o f logica l posi -

tivis m o r empiricis m eve n thoug h i t shares thei r scientifi c attitude . The epistemolog y

(and metaphysics ) o f logica l positivis m wa s determine d b y th e idea s o f physical -

ism, atomism , and th e “camera-theory ” o f knowledge . These, i n vie w of present-da y

knowledge, ar e obsolete. A s agains t physicalis m and reductionism , th e problem s and

modes o f though t occurrin g i n th e biological , behaviora l an d socia l science s requir e

equa l consideratio n an d simpl e “AA=1206=art-08-Imagin g =Page-16reduction ” to th e elementar y particle s an d conven -

tional law s of physic s does no t appea r feasible . Compared t o the analytica l procedure
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of classica l science wit h resolutio n int o componen t element s an d one-wa y or linea r

causality a s basic category, th e investigatio n of organized whole s of man y variables

requires ne w categories o f interaction , transaction , organization, teleology , etc., wit h

many problem s arisin g for epistemology, mathematica l model s an d techniques . Fur-

thermore, perceptio n i s not a reflectio n of “real things ” (whateve r their metaphysical

status) , an d knowledg e no t a  simpl e approximatio n to “truth ” o r “reality. ” I t i s a n

interaction betwee n knowe r and known. . . .

First, despit e no t informin g his readers t o wha t “present-da y knowledge, ”

he refers , th e stres s o n coupling problem s an d mode s o f though t abou t prob -

lems reflect s von Bertalanffy’ s sympath y with the phenomenological vie w tha t

consciousness canno t b e ignored. Hi s rejection o f one-way causalit y shares th e

phenomenological vie w o f the presence o f pas t experience s a s well  a s antici -

pated futur e one s i n any here-and-now. Hi s appeal fo r new linguisti c categorie s
also reflects hi s concern wit h the linguisti c prunin g undertaken b y th e analyti c

philosophers i n their search fo r clarity. He sides wit h phenomenologists i n sup-

porting clarit y throug h ne w terminology , perhap s comple x an d elaborate but ,

without doubt, necessary. It is, moreover, i n his last two statements that he aligns
himself wit h phenomenology, fo r hi s discussio n o f perceptio n an d knowledg e

mirrors th e particular anti-Kantia n stance o f phenomenology discusse d earlier .

The statements also imply von Bertalanffy’ s belief i n the attainment of certainty,

a need whic h motivate d Husserl’s philosophica l investigation s an d whic h both

men believed t o li e i n th e interfusio n o f knowe r an d know n o r consciousnes s

and it s object , von Bertalanff y (1968, p . xxii ) concludes immediatel y late r tha t

he embraces a “perspective” philosoph y (or, more accurately , outlook) i n which

science is but “one of the ‘perspectives’ ma n ... ha s created to deal with the uni-
verse he i s ‘throw n in.’” Alon g wit h the use of the phenomenological “throw n

in,” vo n Bertalanff y is i n lin e wit h Husserl’s discussio n abou t the problems o f

naturalism, whic h led the latter t o develop hi s intuitio n of essences, considering
these a s bein g the “principle ” of natura l law s (Levinas, 1998, p . 113).

von Bertalanff y began t o develop hi s system theor y i n the 1920s, a  tim e

marked b y Husserl’s influenc e within philosophy. In parallel t o Husserl’s searc h

for “principles, ” vo n Bertalanff y (1968 , p . xix ) maintained , i n hi s outlin e o f a

systems science , tha t ther e existe d a  prior i systemi c structure s applicable t o a

wide rang e o f phenomena—“ a doctrin e o f principle s applyin g t o al l (o r sub -

classes of ) systems”—whic h consiste d o f isomorphism s an d correspondence s

common t o all . Althoug h h e make s n o explici t referenc e t o Husser l o r phe -

nomenological influences , a  reading o f his worldvie w shows tha t he mus t have
felt the same “European Crisis” tha t Husserl (1997) felt and that he was undoubt-

edly influence d by th e phenomenologica l critiqu e o f contemporary thought .

It shoul d b e note d tha t th e spa n o f tim e durin g whic h vo n Bertalanff y
wrote abou t system theory, that is , between th e 1920s an d the 1960s, coincided

with an extraordinarily ric h period i n French philosophica l writing , with France
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becoming the bastion of phenomenological researc h an d exercising internationa l

influenc e i n philosophical circles . vo n Bertalanff y mus t hav e been awar e of thi s

development, an d indeed, his writing s reflect simila r ideas t o those tha t emerged

from France during this period. As an example, consider von Bertalanffy’ s (1968 ,

p. 220) vie w of the Cartesian cogito when discussing th e applicabilit y of system
theory i n psychology :

The Cartesian dualism  betwee n matte r and mind , objects outsid e and ego inside , brain

and consciousness , an d s o forth , i s incorrec t bot h i n th e ligh t of direc t phenomeno -

logical experience an d o f moder n research i n variou s fields ; i t i s a  conceptualizatio n

stemmin g fro m 17th-centur y physics which , eve n thoug h stil l prevailin g in moder n

debates i s obsolete .

von Bertalanffy , though again failin g to mention what “modern research” he
had i n mind , mirrors Sartre’s “direc t phenomenological ” conclusion s fro m th e
latter' s analysi s in Th e Transcendence  o f th e Eg o (Sartre , 1998)—vo n Berta -
lanff y doe s no t alig n himsel f wit h Husserl , fo r instance , since Husser l fel l bac k

on a n internal ego .

What is common to Husserl and Sartre is that they are two philosopher s for
whom ontolog y i s primary. Above , i t was mentione d tha t th e philosophica l jus-
tificatio n fo r Habermas' Weltanschauung  demands a n investigatio n into the very
condition o f Being , implyin g tha t ontolog y i s relevan t i n th e discussion . Th e
introductio n of Sartre introduce d a phenomenologica l ontologis t concerned wit h
Being. Vo n Bertalanff y sympathize s wit h two ontologica l philosophers . Ca n a

case b e made , therefore , fo r a n ontologica l primac y whe n addressing th e con -
cerns o f Critica l Systems Thinkin g i f one i s to infor m them throug h vo n Berta -
lanffy' s philosophica l deliberations ?

4.3. Th e Case for an Ontological Primacy

For vo n Bertalanffy , system s ontology i s “wha t i s mean t b y ‘system ’ an d
how system s are realized a t the variou s levels of the world of observation ” (vo n
Bertalanffy , 1968 , p . xxi) . Similarly, ontolog y i n philosophy i s the stud y o f the
meaning of Being (Levinas, 1998, p . liv) . So systems ontology i s the stud y of the
meaning of systems, an d paraphrasing Levina s (1998, p. liv ) in his expositio n of

Husserl's view , this research hold s tha t “the science o f the meaning o f [systems ]

is not identical t o the knowledg e o f the properties o f [systems], tha t the scienc e
of the meanin g o f [systems] has a  special status, an d i t is in some way a  priori
inasmuc h as it is presupposed b y the knowledge o f the properties o f [systems]. ”
The primac y o f ontology i s explained b y Levina s (1998, p . 114) a s follows :

Once bein g has been define d b y the ontological sciences , factua l sciences can ask rea-

sonable question s abou t it . Then, bu t onl y then , is i t possible t o experiment . B y itself ,

inductio n ca n generate  onl y inductiv e necessity an d no t ontologica l necessity . T o ask
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inductiv e questions , to kno w wha t typ e of experienc e is require d by a  give n domain

of objects, w e mus t firs t determin e its ontologica l sense. Accordin g to Husserl , the

fact tha t Galile o saw th e ontolog y of natur e i n th e geometr y and mathematic s elabo -

rated i n antiquit y ha s mad e possibl e the grea t progress of moder n physics . The grea t

mistake o f othe r sciences—psychology , for example—i s to see , i n th e ontolog y of

natur e th e ontolog y o f al l regions , or els e rejec t al l ontology . I t i s therefor e neces-

sary, a t leas t t o contribut e t o th e progres s o f sciences , to establis h the ontologie s of

all th e region s o f objects .

von Bertalanff y indicate s tha t he does agree wit h Husserl tha t ontolog y is

regional since h e does mak e distinction s between real systems , conceptua l sys -

tems an d abstracted systems , implyin g in his argumen t the Husserlian vie w that

the differen t region s hav e differen t ontologie s whic h requir e elucidatio n (vo n

Bertalanffy , 1968 , pp . xxi-xxii ; Levinas , 1998). H e also indicate s his agreement
on a  primacy of systems ontology ove r system s epistemology o r systems ethics

[the latter he calls “the relation s of man and worl d or wha t is termed “values” ”
(von Bertalanffy , 1968 , p . xxii)] . This can b e seen throug h th e structur e of von

Bertalanffy' s ow n argumen t as well  a s i n hi s discussio n on th e natur e o f open

and closed systems .

Looking first at the structure o f von Bertalanffy's argument , he calls “val-
ues” th e “humanisti c concer n o f genera l syste m theory, ” bein g th e branc h o f

system theory whic h i s evaded b y “mechanistically oriente d syste m theorists, ”

who “[give] rise to the fear that system theory is indeed the ultimate step towards

mechanization an d devaluatio n o f ma n an d toward s technocrati c society” (vo n
Bertalanffy , 1968 , p . xxiii) . He does “no t se e that these humanisti c aspects ca n

be evaded i f general system theory i s not limited to a  restricted and fractiona l
vision” (von Bertalanffy , 1968 , p . xxiii) . These ethic s are based on a conception

of reality a s hierarchies o f organize d wholes—tha t is , a n ontologica l viewpoin t
mirroring regiona l ontologie s lik e Levinas ' Husserl . Hence on e i s able to con -

clude tha t the foundatio n of vo n Bertalanffy' s ethics i s a n a  prior i ontologica l

viewpoint—thi s i s implied i n hi s argument .

Second, vo n Bertalanff y indicates hi s agreement o n a  primacy o f system s

ontology whe n discussing th e natur e of open and closed systems. Th e feedback

scheme is of a special nature , von Bertalanff y (1968, p. 44) says . It presupposes

structural arrangements, simila r to those of a closed system . Many regulations are

of a different nature, however, where order is effectuated by a dynamic interplay of

processes. I f these dynamic interplays are seen as primary for open systems, a sec-
ondary set of processes exist s whereby order is maintained through the feedback-
type structure, a structure of fixed arrangements. A  general principle of organiza-

tion (what von Bertalanffy calls “progressive mechanization” ) states that , at first,

systems are governed by a dynamic interaction of their components and, later, fixed

arrangements and conditions o f constraint ar e put into play whic h render the sys-

tem and its parts more efficient. Dynamics is the broader aspect—one can always
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arrive from general system laws to machine-like functio n b y introducin g suitable

condition s of constraint, but the opposite i s not possible.

That on e ca n alway s arriv e fro m genera l syste m law s t o machine-lik e

function b y introducin g suitabl e condition s o f constrain t mirror s a  phenome -

nological-ontological approach, especially used by Sartre i n first seeking to elu-

cidate the general aspects o f Being and then , given those, seeking to create suit -

able condition s o f constraint (or, i n other words , condition s whic h would allow

mutual, civilize d existence suc h a s ethic s an d guidin g principles) . On e canno t

arrive a t genera l syste m law s fro m th e condition s o f constraint . Similarly , one

cannot understan d Being fro m ethics , fro m imaginin g wha t lif e woul d be with -

out them. On e has to first understan d lif e withou t them and then forge an ethics

which matches, or is desired for , the condition of Being. Ethics work in the same

way a s von Bertalanff y states above : the y hav e been pu t int o place afte r a  pri -

mary dynami c interaction, that is, after an ontological investigation ; the structure

of Sartre's wor k unfold s in simila r systemic fashion .

The case fo r a n ontologica l primac y ha s been mad e an d ha s bee n show n

to be systemi c i f one i s to follo w von Bertalanff y i n addressing th e concerns o f

critical an d socia l awarenes s an d huma n emancipation . What i s needed, there -
fore, i s inpu t based o n a n ontologica l work . Sartre earlie r provide d a n answe r

to an importan t question . I n this sectio n he has also been show n t o follo w von

Bertalanffy' s ontologica l primacy , first , a s a  phenomenologica l ontologis t and ,

second, du e t o th e unfoldin g structure o f hi s oeuvre . I n particular , Sartre use d
ontology i n orde r t o deriv e ethics—a n approach reflectin g vo n Bertalanff y i n

two ways : first , i n tha t th e foundatio n of vo n Bertalanffy' s ethic s i s a n a  pri -

ori ontological viewpoin t and, second, i n the conclusion s draw n above fro m hi s

insight int o th e relationshi p betwee n ope n an d closed systems . Th e discussio n

has touched upon ethics an d a  word on thei r importance and relevance is there-
fore required .

4.4. A  Word on Ethics

von Bertalanff y provide s littl e in the wa y o f a  discussion o n ethics i n sys-

tem theory. He is muc h clearer, as show n above, o n his agreement o f an ethic s

from ontology. The research her e views ethics as a key area whic h must inform

Critical System s Thinking , fo r i t maintain s tha t an y decision take n ha s ethica l

undercurrents an d implications an d can therefore b e viewed a s an ethical deci-

sion. The question o f ethics cannot be avoided and the terms decision an d ethics
may be used interchangeably a s far a s the research i s concerned. Thi s i s in line
with Flood and Ulrich's (1990 ) vie w in their discussion o f ends an d means :

[The] underlyin g means-end dichotom y i s epistemologicall y untenable . Counte r to

what the eminen t German sociologist Ma x Weber (1949) assumed i n his decisionisti c
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model o f th e relatio n o f scienc e (theory ) t o politic s (practice) , decisions o n mean s

cannot b e kep t fre e o f normativ e implication s by referrin g al l valu e judgement s as

the choic e o f ends ; fo r wha t matter s i s no t th e valu e judgement s tha t a n inquire r

consciousl y make s (o r not ) bu t th e life-practica l consequence s o f hi s proposition s

(regardles s o f whethe r they concer n “means ” o r “ends” ) fo r thos e affected .

There is , therefore , a  relevanc e i n equatin g decision s wit h ethics. I t i s not

one abstracted decision tha t count s but its systemic effect . Detailed insight s into

this issue are already availabl e in the literature (Midgley , 1992, 1999; Midgle y et

al., 1998; Ormerod, 1999 ) and have developed fro m the work of Churchma n and

Ulrich (Churchman , 1968a,b , 1970 , 1971 , 1979 ; Ulrich , 1983 , 1988a,b , 1994 ,

1996).

von Bertalanffy' s failur e t o elucidat e hi s syste m ethic s does not , however ,

signal a dead-end. Hi s sympath y to phenomenology an d the primacy he places on
ontology alread y provid e th e path require d directl y int o Sartre. Fo r i t was Sartr e

who grappled wit h the problems o f elucidatin g ethic s fro m ontology . Moreover ,

Sartre (1995 , pp . 3-4) wa s no t a n abstrac t theoreticia n an d vo n Bertalanffy' s

echo ca n be heard betwee n th e lines :

... I t i s no t profitabl e firs t to separate th e tw o term s o f a  relatio n i n order t o tr y t o

joi n the m togethe r agai n later . The relatio n i s a  synthesis . Consequentl y the results

of analysi s ca n no t b e covere d ove r agai n b y th e moments  o f thi s synthesi s .. . a n

abstractio n i s mad e whe n somethin g not capabl e o f existin g i n isolatio n is though t of

as i n a n isolate d state . Th e concret e b y contras t i s a  totalit y .. . Th e relatio n o f th e

regions o f bein g is a n origina l emergenc e and i s a  par t o f th e ver y structur e o f thes e

beings .

Sartre desire d a  systemi c ethics ; h e share d exactly  th e sam e concer n a s

Flood an d Ulric h above . H e calle d thi s concer n a  “paradox ” i n ethic s an d

explained:

[If] I  am absorbe d i n treatin g a fe w person s a s absolut e ends, fo r example , m y wife ,

my son , m y friends , th e need y perso n I  happe n t o com e across, i f I  am ben t upo n

fulfillin g al l m y dutie s towards them , I  shal l spen d m y lif e doin g so ; I  shal l b e le d

to pass aver  i n silence th e injustice s o f the age, th e class struggle , colonialism, Anti -

Semitism , etc. , and , finally , t o take  advantage  o f oppression  i n order  t o d o good.

Moreover, th e former wil l be foun d i n person-to-person relationship s and, more subtly ,

in m y ver y intentions . Th e goo d tha t I  tr y t o d o wil l b e vitiate d at th e roots . I t wil l

be turne d int o radica l evil . But , vice-versa , i f I  thro w mysel f i n t o th e revolutionar y

enterprise I  ris k havin g no more  leisur e for persona l relations—wors e still , of bein g

led by the logic o f the actio n int o treatin g mos t men , and eve n my friends , a s means .

(Sartre, 1993 )

In thes e fe w sentence s on e find s th e foundatio n o f Sartre' s extensiv e

writings o n thi s issue, notabl y (bu t not exclusively ) hi s Notebooks for a n Ethics

(1992). Churchma n (1974 ) himself , i t ma y b e said , understoo d th e “paradox” :

witness hi s example s o f cigarett e an d arm s manufacturers , a s wel l a s hi s dis -
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cussion of Henry Ford (Churchman , 1979; Ulrich, 1988b). Midgley (1992) also
examines i t wit h a furthe r discussion o n boundary judgments. Critica l Systems
Thinking is therefore familia r with the nature of such arguments and a Sartrean

input may do more than merely complement them. All such considerations, how-
ever, are for futur e papers .

5. CONCLUSIO N

In summary, a groundwork for a Sartrean input to Critical Systems Thinking

has been laid, in particular to inform the three specifi c concerns of social aware-

ness, critica l awareness, an d huma n emancipation. Disagreeing wit h a founda-
tionalist pursui t in Critical Systems Thinkin g and questionin g the bypassing of
von Bertalanff y i n this field, the paper argued, in three sections, that a  Sartrean
input may prove t o be valuable. First, systemicit y was highlighted a s the com-

mon denominato r in the use of divergent philosophical sources. Second, Sartr e
provided a n answe r to a  question whic h directly addresses th e three concerns .
Third, a  return to von Bertalanff y le d to Sartre bein g recognized a s a  systemic
philosopher both i n th e structur e of hi s wor k and i n hi s arguments , wit h sam-
ples o f the latter included not only to illustrate this but also to furthe r th e com-
plete argument of the paper. The discussion also highlighted an approach whic h
favored ontological primacy if one i s to us e the groundwork here in addressing
the concerns o f Critical Systems Thinking—a primacy shared by Sartre a s well
as von Bertalanffy. Thi s led to a brief mention of the importance of ontologically
generated ethics i n this research.

The expositio n of the lin k betwee n von Bertalanff y an d Sartre i s far fro m
finished . On e could , give n th e argument s thu s far , leave vo n Bertalanff y an d
concentrate on a pure Sartrean inpu t to Critical Systems Thinking . This would,

however, leave behind an additional richnes s o f commonality between the tw o
men whic h includes similar view s in psychology an d personalit y theory, in the

notion of two-wa y causality, in the concept o f spontaneity, and in the paucity of

Kant's Categorical Imperative—to name but four . I t would further situate Sartre
not onl y as a  systemic philosopher bu t also as one wh o may be situated withi n
von Bertalanffy' s own writings . A dua l approach i s therefore favored , a t least
initially. It mus t be said, though , that von Bertalanff y di d not provide complete
expositions of hi s philosophical views . In this respect, a  Sartrean inpu t furthe r
elaborates an d extend s vo n Bertalanffy' s deliberations . Al l thi s wil l for m th e
subject o f futur e papers .

A retur n t o th e questio n o f ethic s may , however, serv e a s a n interesting
final thought, for i t is arguably the key underlying concern fo r all researchers i n

Critical Systems Thinking. Cooper (1999) provides a  most relevant example for
the purposes her e whic h is summarised below.

Cooper refer s to Sartre's paradigm of authenti c human intercourse as out-
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lined i n th e latter' s What  I s Literature? —that is , th e relationshi p betwee n th e

committed write r an d hi s reader s (Cooper , 1999 , p. 188 ; Sartre, 1993) . Echo -

ing J. S. Mill, Sartre maintain s tha t the write r writes in an open an d honest way,

appealing fo r an informed interchang e of views . A mutua l freedom can therefor e

rise between hi m and his reader. Th e criticis m agains t this—fro m structuralist s

and critica l theorists , fo r instance—i s tha t thi s authenticit y is impossibl e du e

to th e systemati c distortio n o f communication : a  criticis m which , incidentally ,

agrees wit h Sartre tha t authenticit y require s transparen t communication . I f on e

subscribes t o thi s poin t o f view , then one realizes tha t on e may be no t onl y the

product o f distorted communication , but also the recipient of such . Thus, Coope r

(1999, p . 189) says, “Th e perso n wh o regards himsel f a s engaged i n distorte d

communicatio n ca n hav e n o confidenc e a s to wha t speakers, includin g himself ,

are 'realizing ' an d 'accomplishing.’ ” H e concludes ,

The ethica l implicatio n for a person who so conceives the character of communicatio n

is tha t he shoul d work toward s the constructio n of wha t Habermas call s 'idea l speech

situations' : condition s unde r whic h me n ca n spea k wit h on e anothe r withou t distor -

tion , interventio n an d hidde n agendas ; conditions , that is , unde r whic h a perso n ca n

view th e languag e he speak s an d hear s a s on e throug h whic h he ca n reall y exercis e

the capacitie s o f existentia l freedom . I t i s jus t thi s toward s whic h Sartre envisage s

the 'serious ' autho r to b e working .

There i s evidence , then , tha t similaritie s exis t betwee n Sartr e an d Haber -

mas whic h hav e no t bee n considere d thu s fa r i n Critica l System s Thinking . A

Sartrean inpu t cannot b e ignore d i f the concern s o f thi s System s fiel d ar e to be

addressed i n th e fulles t wa y possible . A n appreciatio n i s require d o f th e fac t

that delvin g int o French existentia l phenomenolog y necessaril y require s on e t o

recognise that philosophica l work s take differen t forms. Afte r all, What I s Liter-

ature? is a treatise o n literature—undeniabl y philosophical , bu t still in the real m

of literature . Cooper hint s above tha t carefu l stud y yield s valuabl e input . There

appears t o b e a  “mass  o f relevan t theory ” (Jackson , 1982) which awaits . Thi s

paper ha s lai d th e groundwor k for th e enterprise .
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