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Abstract The goal of my current research program "Critical Systems 

Thinking for Professionals & Citizens" (Ulrich, 1995, 1996b, 2000) is to 

develop and pragmatize critical systems ideas so that ordinary professionals 

and citizens – all of us – can apply them. The idea is not that everyone 

should become a systems scholar but rather, that systems thinking can help 

us in developing some new reflective skills which in a civil society 

are essential for both professional competence and effective citizenship. 

The major concern of this research program, then, is civil society.
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Reviving the Idea of Civil Society

Our contemporary notion of citizenship is dominated by the concept of 

civil rights. Since T.H. Marshall's (1950) seminal study on Citizenship and 

Social Class, we have become used to associate citizenship with three basic 

kinds of citizen rights: civil rights strictly speaking (civil liberties), political 

rights (rights of political participation), and social and economic rights (the 

right to social security and welfare); for a thorough account of Marshall's 

work on the development of modern citizenship rights and theory, see 

Barbalet (1988).

It is questionable, though, whether this notion of citizenship is still 
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satisfactory. The ongoing process of "modernization" has changed the 

meaning and relevance of classical citizen rights. The process of the 

"rationalization" of society, as Max Weber (e.g., 1970) could still designate 

the expansion of the spheres of control of scientific and bureaucratic 

rationality to ever more areas of life, appears to undermine the role of 

citizenship. Conventional citizen rights do not enable citizens sufficiently to 

control this process and its repercussions upon their daily lifeworlds. 

Important issues such as industrial democracy or the democratic control of 

science and technology are not really a part of our contemporary concept 

of citizenship.

A different concept of citizenship is required today, one that would give a 

central part to civil competencies rather than to rights only. As far as I can 

see, the societal changes that are of particular importance for understanding 

the changing role of the citizen point to a shift of the essential "locus of 

control" (steering centers) of society from institutions such as science, 

bureaucracy, parliamentary democracy, and industrial corporations – 

institutions that historically have been driving, and continue to drive, the 

process of rationalization – to citizens. I think a new, increasingly 

differentiated and decentralized kind of political culture (or perhaps, at 

times, subculture) is emerging in many societies, a political culture in which 

an increasing number of citizens and citizen groups develop a new 

awareness and new skills of evaluating and influencing the activities and 

omissions of the old steering centers. To mention just a few such 

competencies that come to mind, citizens everywhere are learning to make 

better use of the public media, including the new possibilities of information 

access and exchange through world-wide communication networks; to 

make the most of the available means of legal action and, at times, civil 

disobedience; to engage themselves in participative forms of inquiry and 

planning such as citizens' action groups, planning cells, citizen reports, 
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stakeholder evaluation, and participatory action research; and, of most 

interest here, to increase their critical competence vis-à-vis the rationality 

claims raised by vested interests or by the experts in their services. It is 

certainly significant that the old idea of a civil society currently enjoys a 

remarkable renaissance.

This is not to deny that there also exist important counter-tendencies 

toward increasing political abstinence (e.g., on the part of young people), 

but the symptoms of a deinstitutionalization and decentralization of political 

processes appear more significant to me. The phenomenon of political 

abstinence within the old political system is probably itself a symptomatic 

expression of the shift of the political to new political arenas, it need not 

necessarily mean a general loss of political interest. Citizens turn away from 

the institutionalized political system (which, they feel, does not give them a 

sufficiently competent and meaningful role) rather than from the res publica

as such. Take, for example, the observation that when environmental issues 

are at stake, citizens in many societies now increasingly dare to "think 

themselves" (sapere aude! – dare to know! was Kant's motto for the 

Enlightenment). Who else if not active citizens can ultimately be expected 

to be in charge of controlling the increasingly threatening repercussions of 

the rationalization process upon the social lifeworld? What at first sight may 

look like a late triumph of the enlightenment project of modernity has, 

however, paradoxical post-modern implications: the gradual awakening of 

citizens in environmental and other matters goes along with a manifest loss 

of meaning and (steering) function of the very institutions which are the 

hallmark of modernity – parliamentary democracy, bureaucracy, science, 

the private corporation.

Civil rights are an essential issue in this process of change, but they are not 

enough. With the rediscovery of civil society, effective participation of 
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citizens in the governance of collective affairs becomes a central theme of 

the concept of citizenship. And so does, as a consequence, the idea of an 

enabling (or empowering) state, i.e., a state that sees one of its major 

functions in enabling its citizens to play this active role. Active and 

competent citizenship is therefore a key challenge to which CST for 

professionals and citizens aims to contribute.

Reviving the Idea of Professionalism

Similarly to the concept of citizenship, the contemporary concept of 

professionalism is not usually understood in terms of the reflective skills 

required for effective participation in civil society. Professionalism today is 

more often defined rather one-sidedly in terms of expertise. However, true 

competence reveals itself through responsibility. In a civil society, expertise 

alone is not a source of sufficient legitimation for the consequences that 

professional intervention may impose on citizens. In view of the 

ever-growing scope of professional intervention, professionals need new 

critical skills that enable them to identify such consequences systematically 

and to deal with them in a self-reflective and open way. That is to say, 

reflective competencies as we just required them from citizens also need to 

become an integral part of our concept of professionalism.

There exists a deep connection between the two concepts of competent 

citizenship and professionalism. Just as citizenship requires not only civil 

rights but also some critical competencies, competence requires not only 

expertise but also a proper understanding of citizenship. I therefore 

propose that we should teach future professionals to understand and 

practice their professional competence not only in terms of expertise but 

equally in terms of competent citizenship. Thus, only that professional will 

be considered a competent professional who also is a competent citizen, in 



5 / 11 

Date accessed or printed: 16.08.2004 

the sense intended above.

But of course, strategies of promoting critical competencies in professionals 

and citizens must rely on an approach that is sufficiently basic and general to 

be accessible to a majority of ordinary people. Critical systems thinking 

(CST) as I understand offers us a way to develop such an approach, 

provided we are willing to pragmatize critical systems ideas adequately. 

Such an effort, then, must not depend on any special cognitive requirements 

that would run the risk of excluding ordinary citizens – including ordinary 

professionals – from the start.

Reviving the Systems Idea

The question thus poses itself: What critical systems ideas, if any, might 

become a source of the envisaged critical competencies for a great majority 

of ordinary citizens and professionals? The core concept that I have in mind 

is fundamental to my own approach to critical systems thinking, an 

approach called Critical Systems Heuristics (Ulrich, 1983). I mean the 

concept of the critical employment of boundary judgments (Ulrich, 1983, pp. 

225-314; 1987; 1993) or in short, boundary critique (Ulrich 1995; 1996a, b; 

1998; 2000; 2001a, b). It says that the practical implications of a proposition 

(the "difference" it makes in practice) and thus its meaning as well as its 

validity depend on how we bound the system of concern, i.e., that section 

of the real world which we take to represent the relevant context. Our 

judgment of the merits of a proposition (e.g., its preferability to some 

alternative proposition, or its "rationality") will depend heavily on this 

context, for the context determines what "facts" (e.g., consequences) and 

"values" (e.g., purposes) we will identify and how we assess them. With 

respect to this crucial issue of boundary judgments, experts are no less lay 

people than ordinary citizens. Surfacing and questioning boundary 
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judgments thus provides ordinary people with a means to counter 

unqualified rationality claims on the part of experts or decision makers – as 

well as other citizens – by demonstrating they way they may depend on 

debatable boundary judgments.

For me, this concept is important because it implies that we need not be 

experts in the matter at hand in order to be able to contest an expert 

proposition of concern to us in a compelling way. Boundary critique 

appears to represent a rare example of how systems ideas immediately 

translate into methodologically cogent forms of argumentation, i.e., can 

make a difference between valid and invalid claims. The concept allows us 

to identify invalid claims by uncovering underpinning boundary judgments 

other than those intended (or pretended) by the proponent. Therein 

resides its critical power. It explains why and how ordinary citizens are 

capable of contesting propositions, and of advancing counter-propositions, 

without risking of being immediately convicted of lacking competence.

Note that the concept is based on a genuinely systems-theoretical conjecture: 

We cannot conceive of systems without assuming some kind of systems 

boundaries. If we are not interested in understanding boundary judgments, 

i.e., in critical reflection and debate on what are, and what ought to be, the 

boundaries of the system of concern, systems thinking makes no sense; but 

if we are, systems thinking becomes a form of critique!

Systems Thinking as a Form of Critique

The previous conclusion means that neither the systems idea nor the idea 

of critique can be practiced independently. This is so because either idea 

implies some basic validity claims that cannot be redeemed, except with the 

help of the other. Critique must be grounded, otherwise it is empty; but any 

attempt to ground it without systems thinking, that is to say, without 
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overtly limiting its context of valid application, will lead into an infinite 

regress of grounding the underlying validity claims and thus will ultimately 

depend on ideal conditions of rationality, as Habermas' (1984-87) model of 

rational discourse illustrates well (it is significant that rational discourse in 

this model depends on an anticipated "ideal speech situation"). On the 

other hand, systems thinking without critique amounts to the covert use of 

boundary judgments, the normative implications of which are not made a 

subject of systematic discussion; its claims to systemic understanding and 

comprehensiveness merely cover its partiality. Hence, the systems idea and 

the idea of critique actually require each other. We need to bring them 

together so that systems thinking can be practiced critically, and critique 

can be practiced systemically.

The concept of a critical employment of boundary judgments thus provides 

a crucial methodological link between the systems idea and the idea of critique.

This is an idea which the critical tradition itself has not forwarded as yet but 

which, I believe, provides a key to the task of pragmatizing Habermas'

(1984-87) theoretically compelling, though pragmatically desperate, 

identification of rational discourse with an "ideal speech situation" in which 

undistorted communication would be possible. Instead of waiting for such 

conditions of perfect rationality to be realized, we better put the systems 

idea to work on the job of dealing critically with normal conditions of 

imperfect rationality (cf. Ulrich, 1988, p. 158).

For these and other reasons, the concept of a critical employment of 

boundary judgments – of systematic boundary critique – appears 

fundamental to me. If it is fundamental, it must be possible to demonstrate 

its relevance in everyday situations of communication, debate, and decision 

making, in a language that ordinary citizens can understand. The challenge is 

to develop the didactic means that will allow us to explain to citizens the 
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meaning and importance of systematic boundary critique, and to train them 

in identifying and using boundary judgments for the purpose of critical 

reflection, debate, and argumentation.

It is beyond the scope of this short introduction to explain in any detail 

how my work on critical systems heuristics (CSH) seeks to operationalize

the basic idea of systematic boundary critique, much less to explain the 

underpinning philosophical framework. If this very brief introduction has 

aroused your interest, you may wish to consult some of the main sources 

on the project and the underlying framework. The subsequent references 

and links will lead you to some relevant materials.
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