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The evolution of  system theory: 
birth, flaming youth, 

sober middle age, future prospects  

Abstract 
System theory in a narrow sense – treatment of (linear) networks by mathe-
matics, complex rational functions – was created in 1924 by R. M. Foster and 
development continued until the 1950's when the initial ideas ran into 
mathematical difficulties of such depth that electrical engineers were unable to 
progress, forcing a reorientation of the mathematics toward linear algebra, still 
dominant after 50 years. This story is a chapter in the Newtonian Revolution: 
After understanding the basic phenomena, treat physical systems problems via 
mathematics. What you didn't understand by physical logic may be a 
mathematical problem of great depth and difficulty. 
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