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Week 5 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Why good intentions are not enough 

 

Humans face a great variety of social problems. Rocks and other objects apparently have no 

problems or a capacity to be aware of themselves. Animals in nature face problems but generally 

live and die within the situations they find themselves. We humans adapt the world in attempts to 

make our lives better. We attempt to improve our lives both individually and collectively. We 

wear clothing, build houses and do many other things to help make our lives more tolerable. 

When facing a problem that other people also face (or seeing a problem that others face) we join 

together with others to try to prevent the problem. Our ancestors organized themselves into 

families and tribes to take better care of ourselves and others like us. The solution to a problem 

often became to kill members of other groups. We have evolved governments and nations and 

other political things but our basic approach to solving a social problem is to declare "war" on 

someone or something. Having killed or fired someone (or imprisoned someone) we conclude 

that justice has been served and we continue on about our lives. We often generally identify as 

liberals or conservatives and take sides on a variety of issues. We love sporting events when we 

can identify with competing teams. We have rules that usually formalize both our sporting events 

and our political contests. Within our political arenas, "the natural history of a social problem 

consists of four stages: emergence and claims making, legitimacy, renewed claims making, and 

alternative strategies" (Barkan, chapter 1). Strategies become policies intended to address social 

problems (or at least to appear to do so). 

 

Stroh notes in chapter 1 of our primary textbook that that our policies (as well-intentioned as 

they may be) often exacerbate (make worse) the social problems they intend to address. This is 

not some conspiracy theory. This is derived from the fact that policies are the products of 

people's brains and that, to put it kindly, we are simple-minded. Our brains/minds think in simple 

linear patterns. That explains our attraction to stories. Most stories are linear. They follow a 

sequence of events. Most people have only limited capacities to think in systems. It is no wonder 

that so many of our public policies fail, given that "we the people" have what Herbert Simon 

called, "bounded rationality." What we are seeing in today's politics (regarding the denial of 

science, the denial of realities, and conspiracy theories often grounded in certain religious ideas) 

is the product of the fact that "we the people" lack an understanding of systems thinking. Good 

intentions at best lead to quick fixes that often make problems worse in the long-run. Politics is 

about the next election cycle. Life (and survival) is about the long run.  

 

David Stockman wrote a book titled, "The Triumph of Politics: Why the Reagan Revolution 

Failed." Without systems thinking, politics will always trump reason. And even with systems 

thinking, politics is unlikely to save us from our social problems. But with systems thinking I 

believe we are better off than without it. Systems thinking should at least help us devise 

marginally better solutions to at least some of our social problems.  

 

READING ASSIGNMENT 



 

If you have the textbooks, please read the first chapter of each textbook. If not, please get the 

textbooks by next week. 

 

Social Problems: Continuity and Change - Chapter  

Systems Thinking for Social Change - Chapter 1 

 

MEDIA LINKS 

 

System archetype 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/System_archetype 

 

Bounded Rationality (Wikipedia.org) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bounded_rationality 

 

Herbert A. Simon (Wikipedia.org) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbert_A._Simon 

 

ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Please read the textbook assignments above, and the media links above. 

Please refer to the SCHEDULE document for this course; and to the SYLLABUS for 

assignments. Assignments are due in GaVIEW by Sunday ending this week. 

 

 


