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The construct of Intcrmtional Social Work (ISW) h a  been gaining 

popularity in recent years, but despite two texts and a journal specific t o  ISW, 

there remains little clarity or consensus on i ts  meaning. The majority of the 

I S W  texts operate from the construction o f  XSW either as a cross-cultural 

comparative exchange, or as international development practice. Although the 

term International Social Work has beem in circulation fo r  over f i f t y  years, to 

date there has been no reflective overview or critical analysis directed toward 

this literature. Directly influencing the nature, ideological orientation and 

underpinning assumptions o f  ISW today are historical dynamics such as 

professional imperialism. dominance o f  Western knowledge system, and the 

global hegemony o f  the US. As informed by critical theory's attention to  voice 

and power relations. this thesis utilises discourse analysis t o  critically analyse 

the nature, scope and function o f  the existing English medium ISW discourse 

body. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

A. EMERGENCE OF THE QUES77ONS 

Questions tune the soul. The purpose behind questions is to initiate the quest. 

(Cousineau, 1998: 24) 

In my first years of University, when I was grappling with the question of what 

academic program to choose, I initially dismissed social work; thinking it would limit 

me to a career in child welfare or some other equally bureaucratic fonn of Canadian 

social services. I wanted a career that would enable me to engage in a wide range of 

contexts, issues, and struggles, both in Canada and internationally. I wanted 

theoretical and practical training to help me to better understand and take action on 

the extreme global inequalities I had experienced as reality growing up in Nepal. 

Despite my misgivings about social work, when I heard that the University of Calgary 

offered an intemational social work concentration, I decided to apply. I didn't know 

exactly what the term meant but it sounded like what I was looking for - practical 

'people skills' with an international analysis and application. 

Once I was in the program, I was disappointed to find that rather than a broad 

inclusion of social care systems from around the world, the 'core social work skill and 

knowledge base' of counselling, case work, group work, research and evaluation was 

solely defined from the dominant positivist, patriarchal knowledge system of Western 

social sciences. Within our generalist classes, our whole time was so taken up by 

learning the dominant US models of social work that there was little space to explore 

anything outside of it. 

The text books we used defined the history and identity of social work solely 

from an American perspective; focusing almost exclusively on individual intervention. 

Diversity of social care traditions within North America, and within the world as a 

whole, was not even acknowledged, never mind explored. While I felt certain that 

there must be a broader history and identity of social work that extended beyond 

Jane Adams and Mary Richmond, our 'generalist practice' text books did not even 

mention Europe and Scandinavia, let alone Asia, Africa or Latin America, or even 

Canada - ow own context! Rather than being framed as partial knowledge; culturally 
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biased, imperfect and flawed, the soda1 work 'canon' was largely presented to us as 

definitive and universal. 

Wi le  a faw dssses challenged us to aitically examine the structures behind 

poverty and social problems, overall our coursework focussed on Me individual, 

within the context of casework, and traditional research skills. These skills, we were 

told, were what distinguished us as social work professionals. Wahin this narrow 

framing of social work, we were taught the importance of making macro connections, 

yet we barely touched on the broader political, ecological and international realm. 

From this sense of dissatisfaction with the social work canon as it was passed 

to me, I determined to pursue the questions about ISW that had remained 

unanswered in my undergraduate studies, through the formal ISW concentration of 

the graduate program. If I was going to identify myself with the title of social worker, I 

wanted a more complex and global understanding of what this meant. I hoped that an 

interdisciplinary masters degree would help me explore different meanings and 

understandings of social work from both within and outside a formal social work 

perspective. 

Entering the ISW Discourse 

The ISW concentration hadn't really been developed yet, and with the five other 

students enrolled in this concentration, and our professors, we collectively struggled 

with the question 'What does IS W really mean?' I found it surprising that, at the turn 

of the millennium, despite growing interest and activity in ISW, and despite a journal 

and two edited volumes specifically dedicated to this topic, ISW is seldom defined. 

Even though the term has been in circulation for over fifty years, due perhaps to the 

still marginal nature of ISW discourse (to the 'mainstream' social work discourse), 

popular conceptions, as well as written definitions of ISW were vague. 

I found that the literature tends to speak in generalised prescriptive statements 

of ISW without describing its nature. Amazingly, in the forty years that the Journal of 

International Social Work has been in circulation, only a handful of articles have 

directly addressed ISW. The only book (at the time) on ISW wasn't much help either. 

After reviewing the small body of ISW literature, making ISW presentations, and 

participating in ISW courses, I still lacked a neat answer when people asked what 

international social work is. It seemed like I was not alone; as far as I could tell, no 
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one had a satisfactory answer to this most basic question. In preparation for a 

presentation on ISW for a Methods class, one of my classmates and  I randomly 

surveyed students and professors in the social work fawlty about what the term ISW 

meant to them (Kang & Haug, 1997). Most expressed ideas of going to another 

country, often using the words 'teaching', 'consulting' and 'helping'. Some spoke of 

working for the UN and other international humanitarian agencies. Others said that 

ISW means learning about how social work is practised in other parts of the world. 

Interestingly, though perhaps not surprisingly, I discovered a strong 

convergence between the language used by the students and professors to describe 

ISW, and the language found in the ISW written texts. Most seemed to operate fram 

the construction of ISW either as a cross-cultural comparative exchange, or as a 

direct practice activity within the domain of intemational humanitarian organisations. 

Similar language of 'teaching', 'consulting' and 'helping' was typically used to describe 

these activities. 

Meanwhile, through the best of my graduate courses, the analytical framework 

from which I could approach my questions was emerging, as I learned to name what 

before I had only intuitively sensed. (One of my undergraduate professors - Mike 

Mclntyre - once told our class that 80% of what you learn in social work is naming 

what you already knew. Similarly, Paulo Friere states that the goal of adult education 

is simply to help people know better what they already know). Courses I took outside 

of the faculty were particularly helpful in re-framing my questions from different 

angles. Through my studies I learned to articulate the connections between structural 

poverty, neo-liberal economics and ideology, professional imperialism, systemic 

racism, White privilege, inter-linking oppressions, US hegemony, unitary knowledge 

systems, globalism, neo-colonialism, epistemological hegemony, . . . (albeit heady) 

words and concepts without which this thesis could not have been written. 

It was with this analytical framework that I began to approach the ISW literature 

in earnest and formulate possible research questions. In reviewing the literature I 

became increasingly aware of who was doing the naming, and began to question its 

implications. John McUnight asserts that .there is no greater power than the right to 

define the question.' The questions asked in the ISW discourse; What is the place of 

the organised profession in different countries? (Hokenstad, Midgby and Khindu ka, 

1995: 4), or What is the place of social work in international agencies working in the 
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Third World?' (Ibid., 53), reveal much about the positions and ideologies of those 

asking the question; how they view the world and their place in it. Though the scope 

was ostensibly global, I found that the social work being described was still narrowly 

defined from a conventional Western perspective. 

An example of my questioning of ISW texts can be found in my responses to 

the 'International Ethical Standards for Social Workem' (1 994). This document states 

professional social workers are dedicated to 

9 service for the welfare and self-fulfilment of human beings; (how and by whom is 

self-fulf~lment being defined? High state of consumption? Maslovian 'self- 

actualisation'? who is serving whom?) 

the development and disciplined use of validated knowledge regarding human 

and societal behaviours; (What does 'validated' knowledge mean? Whose 

knowledge is valid and whose is invalid?) 

* the development of resources to meet individual, group. national and 

international needs and aspirations; (what, is an international need or an 

international aspiration? The accumulatrbn of wealth or a fundamental 

redistribution or redefinition of wealth? Extracting natural resources for profit or 

preserving virgin ecosystems? -doesn't it all depend on whom you ask, and if so, 

what sense is made of confliclhg visions and agendas?) 

+ the achievement of social justice" (for whom? At what cost? How?- these 

questions are not answered). 

Vague and Normative Nature of IS W Discourse 

More than the lack of clarity of the term and limited amount of ISW texts, it was 

the lack of critical analysis and attention to underpinning biases, assumptions, 

contradictions, privilege, and power relations within this discourse body that disturbed 

me most. In some cases I found the ISW texts to be quite superficial, and often 

articulated so nebulously as to k bland and meaningless. In my view, we cannot 

discuss social justice without addressing power relationships, naming oppression, 

and taking a clear political stance. I found that the ISW texts speak often of ISW in 

nonnative and ideal terms, largely ignoring issues of power, voice and privilege. They 

tend to reflect unquestioned assumptions about who has expertise, the superiority of 

professional model, what is 'development' (shaping the South in the likeness of the 
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North. with the help and expertise of Northerners). and so on. While ISW cannot be 

understood separately from the broader discourses and ideologies from which it has 

been named (such as the discourse of development. d professionalism, and western 

science), these connections are not even acknowledged. 

Absent from the ISW discourse is any acknowledgement of how social work 

has played and continues to play a dialectical role in processes of oppression and 

dispossession. or any exploration of how this history may impact the nature of ISW 

exchange today. The texts largely present ISW as dewntextualised ham larger 

issues of professional imperialism, the dispossession of traditional knowledge 

systems and our global ecological crisis (for which the Northern countries are largely 

responsible). That the material wealth of the 'prosperous' nations is not separate 

from the obscene poverty under which much of the world's population subsists, which 

is not separate from centuries of colonial exploitation, are connections conspicuously 

unacknowledged in the ISW texts. Nor is recognition given to the idea that if we try 

to address problems at their sources rather than just their symptoms (as out literature 

says we do) the North might be an appropriate target of intervention. 

The following journal excerpt addresses my struggle with the ISW literature, 

I am finding that  I S W  is presented as a friendly. a-political, a-historical 

cosy conversation in which everyone is mutwlly affirmed. ~ l t h o u g h  no one 

really knows exactly what it refers to, it look  good to  refer t o  in your 

paper. I however, do not want  t o  write about how nice social workers can 

join the ranks of benevolent development workers for the nebulous good o f  

the 'global community'. Nor do I wish t o  join the voices of those asserting 

that social workers do tw have valuable skills to contribute t o  'development' 

-an assumed consensus on what this loaded ward means! 

&n we really talk honestly about 'mutual exchange' without 

acknowledging that  that huge power differentials exist; without 

acknowledging professional imperialism ond the various forms of colonialism? 

Can we really speak o f  social work's role in liberation until we fully explore 

i ts role in oppression? Can we conveniently ignore centuries of harm done 



6 
by North-South interventionism and pretend that I S W  is a purely 

benevolent helping of the 'poorest and most oppressed'? I n  its attempt to 

be ' neutral', what is covered over and at what cost? The lack of taking any 

position muvu that without being clearly for something, I S W  is not really 

against anything either. 

6. RESEARCH PROBLEM, FRAMEWORK AND GOALS 

"to criticise - with the hope of stimng discussion -- the often unquestioned 

assumptions on which (a discourse body) for the most part depends" (Said, 

1979: 24) 

Locke, Spirduso, and Silverman state that a research problem is "the 

experience we have when an unsatisfactory situation is encountered" (1993: 47). As 

outlined above, the 'unsatisfactory situation' I encountered as I reviewed the ISW 

literature was not so much a lack of definition as lack of critical analysis and attention 

to power relations. I realised that to simply focus on lack of definition, would divert 

attention from the broader issues of power and privilege that i wanted to address. 

Refemng to how the lack of definition of 'family policy' effectively stalled work in this 

area for ten years, Gayle Gilchirst-James -one of my committee members - reminded 

m e  of the considerable time and energy that can be diverted from the 'real work' in 

search of a clear definition. Similarly, Kanyowa notes that in the social sciences, 

rarely are there universally agreed upon definitions of concepts that are frequently 

referred to. A choice of one definition over the other is based mainly on conviction 

and convenience (1999: 59). While the clarity that a common definition offers is 

certainly helpful, it is perhaps more important to engage in the actual work. 

Thus, while 'What is international social work?" was the simple question which 

began my search, my questions quickly became more complex. Guided by critical 

theory's oppression analysis, focus on interconnections, clear valuative stance 

(Kincheole & McLaren, 1994), and the recognition that any discourse 'reflects 

particular values, and class, gender and racial interests' weedon, 1987: 36), the 

following sub-questions emerged; 



7 
What is the nature, scope, and function of the ISW discourse as it has thus far 

emerged? 

What is the 'power positionality' (epistemological, political, economic, etc) from 

which ISW is named and practised? 

Who is naming ISW and to whom is the discourse directed? 

What an the implications of how and by whom is ISW named? 

What are the assumptions (both implicit and explicit) within the ISW discourse 

about expertise and need, and what do these assumptions reveal? 

Whose voices are included and excluded in this discourse body? 

Whose interests are sewed and how by the way the ISW discussion is currently 

structured? 

How does the addition of the prefix 'intemational' impact the meaning of social 

work? 

The significance of this study lies in the timeliness of these questions to social 

work. My goal is to deeply explore the meaning of ISW and its place within the 

broader context of intemational power relationships and to link these themes to 

current challenges facing our planet. Through this critical analysis I hope to point 

toward new, emancipatory possibilities for how ISW could be. By asking hard 

questions abott ISW. I hope to challenge the unquestioned nonnative assumptions 

upon which the existing ISW written discourse is based. To 'sufficiently complicate' 

the issues in order to deepen and broaden 'our' understandings of both the local and 

intemational practice of social work and to break down the dichotomy between the 

two. 

It is my greatest hope that this work will be useful beyond my own learning, that it 

will stimulate discussions and that through this process new, deepened, and more 

complex understandings of ISW will emerge. If nothing more, through the process of 

writing this thesis I have learned more (and hopefully 'bettet) questions to ask - which 

I am told is the whole point of the research process. 

Research Framework 

In order to address my questions, and (more immediately) to write the required 

research proposal for my thesis, I embarked upon the rather daunting task of 

outlining and defending - according to 'a solid empirical foundation', my 'data 
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analysis' and 'research methods'*. Coming from a faculty in which conventional 

research methods were exclusively taught, I was initially at a loss for an appropriate 

method. Taking a course on qualitative research methods (through the faculty of 

Nursing) only helped to identify methods that didn't fit what i wanted to do 

(phenomenology. ethno-methodology, grounded theory, etc). I began to despair! 

Meanwhile, following vague leads of obscure sources, I slowly gleaned 

information about discourse analysis. As I learned more about this method, I 

became convinced that I had finally found a 'legitimate' means by which I could 

address my research que~tions!~ Interestingly, just as discourse analysis emerged in 

reaction to conventional social science methodologies which were felt to be 

constrictive (van Dijk, 1985a: 8), 1 chose this methodology out of a sense that 

'conventional' qualitative methodologies' were did not provide me with enough 'room' 

for what I wanted to do. Although it is not a methodology commonly used in social 

work research, its critical approach, power analysis, and ability to synthesise large 

quantities of data and condense them into themes and patterns (Said, 1978; Finlay, 

1990; Blass, 1990; Weedon, 1987; Briggs, 1996), made discourse analysis an 

appropriate fit for my work4. 

Michel Foucault -one of the founders of discourse analysis, defined discourse 

as "a historically, socially and institutionally specific structure of statements, terms, 

categories and beliefs - the site where meanings are contested and power relations 

determined" (Scott, 1988: 36- as quoted by Parpart & Marchand, 1995: 3). This 

definition provided me with a framework for addressing my research problem. Critical 

theory's assertion that all disciplines are manifestations of the discourses and power 

relations of the social and historical contexts that produced them (Kincheloe 8 

McLaren, 1994: 139)' similarly guided my analytical framework. By weaving together 

critical discourse analysis and a 'dialogical inquiry', I was able to identify the process 

by which my research questions would be explored. 

2 Chapter two is the result of this process of articulating (and justifying) my uncanventional inquiry process, 
style. and method. 
3 Thanks to Richard Heyman -Faculty of Education, for lending me his personal collection of books on 
discourse analysis, as the library had almost none! 

Thanks to Timothy Pyrdr for introducing me to the Hendbodr of Qualitative Research by Dentin and 
Lincoln, which opened to me a whds new world of nor'wmnventional quaiiitive research methods. from 
which I was able to name and defend as legitimate- my research framework. 



Thesis Outline 

In order to deconstruct ISW as a discourse body, ISW is explored as 'social 

work within the international realm'. As such, the chapters in this work analyze ISW 

as: a) emerging from specific historically and ideological context, b) a cross-cultural 

comparative exchange, c) a direct practice in the realm of intemational humanitarian 

organizations and international development, and d) an ideal. 

Chapters one and two introduce the study by outlining the analytical and 

theoretical frameworks underpinning this work. In describing the process that led to 

the research problem and questions, chapter one identifies dialogical inquiry as the 

means by which the setf (personal experiences and reflections) and text interface. 

Chapter two details the epistemological, ontological and methodological frameworks 

informing this work. With its attention to power and voice, critical discourse analysis - 
influenced by the epistemologies of critical theory and postmodernism, is identified as 

the primary methodological framework for exploring the research questions. 

Chapter three traces the emergence of social work from the specific historical, 

epistemological, ideological, economic and political context of industriaiising Western 

nation-states, to its international spread through the post World War fI 'development 

decades'. As a construct that emerged during the professional imperialism of social 

work (tied to the broader imperialism of aid), ISW is explored as a reflection of the 

political and power relations in which it is embedded. The ideology and implicit 

assumptions from which ISW operates are identified as embedded in Eurocentric 

consciousness of those naming ISW. 

Chapter four explores the construct of ISW as a cross-cultural comparative 

activity and exchange; the definition from which the majority of the ISW texts 

implicitfy operate. Using the metaphor of a conversation, questions are asked about 

who is orchestrating the ISW exchange, on what basis inclusion is determined, and 

what are the consequences of how this conversation is constructed; both for those 

included and those excluded. 

Chapter five explores the construct of ISW as a direct practice activity within the 

domain of international humanitarian organisations. Social work and development are 

identified as the two primary discourse bodies influencing ISW as international 

development practice. It is noted that bath discourse bodies share similar mandates, 



10 
a similar locus in power relationships, similar ideological frameworks and similar 

contradictions. By exploring the convergence -n these two bodies, inferences 

are made to the nature and function of ISW as a practice activity. Questions are 

asked about what are the implicit assumptions about 'development', 'expertise' and 

'need' guiding ISW practice activities. 

In keeping with critical theory, the final chapter moves from descriSptive of the 

'real' to prescriptive of the 'idealm. As based on structural analysis of inter-linking 

social, economic, and political structures, ISW is redefined as any social work 

practice that links the global to the local. ISW as an ideal is inclusive of highly diverse 

and divergent voices, multidisciplinary learning, multiple languages, knowledge and 

social care systems, and emphasises a South to North transfer of leaming. 

C. RESEARCH AS A DIALOGICAL PROCESS 

Oialogical Inquiry as Interface between SeM and Text 

"I don't want to have to enter this risky wodd of discourse; I want nothing to do 

with it insofar as it is decisive and final; I would like to feel it all around me, . . . 
profound, infinitely open, with others responding to my expectations, and truth 
emerging, one by one. * -Michel 

Foucault (1 972: 2 7 6). 

As characterised by a dialectical, holistic, intuitive, interactive, reflective and 

integrative process (Lincoln & Guba, 1994: 1 1 O), dialogical analysis complements the 

analytical framework of critical theory. Dialogical means that the researcher is the 

medium for the research process; that the researcher is the research instrument. In 

dialogical inquiry it is the researcher's own thoughts, experiences and intuitions in 

dialogue with the material being studied, that essentially comprises the data analysis 

process (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Freire, 1993; Lindeman, 1961 ; Griffin, 1988, Warren, 

1993). in this work I hope to combine the theoretical and personal, critical judgement 

and compassion; "to feel rationally and to think passionately' (Tomm, 1995: 1). 

Stanley and Wise assert that research is best done from feeling and experience 

- claiming one's personal position in the construction of knowledge (1 983: 177). In 
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conducting critical discourse analysis, Edward Said states that it is essential for 

researchers who mite about a particular discourse to clearly locate the Self vis4-vis 

their subject. This articulation directly influenas the kind of narrative voice chosen, 

the writing strudure, the kinds of images, themes, motifs that circulate in the text, and 

the way the subject is represented (Said, 1978: 20). Similarly, Graveline states that 

when we write from the 'subjective I*, we call into question one of the primary 

foundations of the Western intellectual tradition; objectivity, and replace it with 'self- 

in-relation' to the research subject (Graveline, 1998: 71). 

In keeping with the framework of a dialogical inquiry, in this thesis I will not 

attempt to study the ISW discourse in an 'objective' manner (reserving doubt about 

whether such an undertaking is even possible or desirable!). I will not try to remove 

from my analysis my own personal positions - derived from my lived experiences. 

Rather, these biases (rejected under conventional research paradigms as 

problematic, and endangering research validity) will be recognised as central to my 

analysis. As a reflection of this approach, in this work I speak from first person and 

integrate excerpts from my journal into the text including excerpts written in my own 

voice and in the imaginary voice of those who disagree with me (signified by different 

fonts). 

Locating Myself within Contradictions of Power, and Privilege 

I recognise that this thesis is the expression of some deeply rooted themes and 

questions from my own life; themes of oppression and privilege, power and voice, 

place, role, meaning, 'White guilt', responsibility and interconnectedness. My 

exploration of the paradoxes and contradictions that arise from how ISW is situated 

within inherently problematic structures and inequitable power relations, reflect 

questions of my own paradoxical role within a wodd in which we each play dialectical 

roles as oppressed and oppressor. My questions come from anger, pain, hope and 

struggle - driving this work in a way that transcends the external institutional demand 

of completing a thesis. In many ways this thesis is a testament to my process of 

reconciling tensions and contradictions that have underpinned my whole life. 

Denzin and Lincoln assert that 'class, race, gender, and ethnicity shape the 

process of all inquiry" (Ibid.: 11). My lived experiences as one born in the 'First World' 

growing up in the 'Third', as a white woman of privilege, as a social worker, social 
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activist, world traveller, and everything else directly inform my inquiry process. 

Recognising that white academics have thus far controlled the discourse that I seek 

to challenge, I constantly face the question of the 'legitimacy' of my own voice, as I 

too speak from White academe - and the centre of so many power relationships. The 

fact that I have spent much of my l i e  outside of my own country does not alter the 

fact that I speak from these multiple privileges accorded through the 'accident' of my 

birth. 

As a member of the White Europeans who have come to 'spatially, politically 

and culturally dominate through colonialism' (Graveline, 1998: 105), I speak from 

racial privilege. This privilege is tied to economic (compared to the majority of the 

world's population I am very wealthy), educational (I have been trained in excellent 

academic institutions), and linguistic privilege (English -the world's dominant 

language, is my first language). As a Canadian citizen I benefit from belonging to a 

country that the UN has successively identified as the 'number one' country to live in. 

I also speak from political privilege - I am able to travel just about anywhere in the 

world I want, to participate in democratic and oppositional political processes without 

too much danger to my personal security. There are many other privileges 

associated with my able body, sexual orientation, and so on. 

Insofar as I have identified myself with both social work and development, this 

thesis represents my attempt to make meaning of my place within these two realms 

so rife with contradictions and power imbalances. Just as the course of my social 

work training challenged me to define meaning and 'place' for myself within my 

chosen profession, so too my experiences of both growing up, and now 'working in 

development' trigger similar questions of place and meaning. Through both academic 

studies and lived experiences I have been exposed to both the most inspired ideals 

and harshest critiques of both social work and development. And yet, the 

contradiction lies in that while I am intensely critical of both fields, I am deeply 

invested in, and maintain a significant identification with both. 

My work comes at the historical juncture where both discourse bodies already 

well-established- and in many ways this provides me with the luxury of being critical. 

Perhaps if I were writing two generations ago- I would be vigorously defending both 

realms. For example, if social work did not have relatively secure professional status, 

perhaps I would not feel as able to critique the costs of professionalisation. 
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I am also aware that my position of privilege within both realms remains 

whether I try to deny it or not. As a social worker my voice is privileged above those 

of my 'clients' or community groups I may work with. Similarly, as a 'development 

worker' (if 1 should choose to identify with this title), I will be accorded greater power, 

pay, benefits, 'glory' and recognition than my local colleagues. While I maintain 

strong feelings of ambivalence toward both domains which converge in the discourse 

of ISW (attraction and critique), and while neither on its own is sufficient to address 

the questions that are asked in this work, both are inseparable from who I am. 

In a similar vein, I feel I must acknowledge that the very existence of a domain 

called ISW has not come about without much hard work on the part of many 

individuals passionate about extending the parochial, US-centric orientation of the 

profession (James, 2000). Kendall challenges me 'to accept the past as a 

contribution to the present", and reminds me that 'much of what is denigrated as 

irrelevant to the present was revolutionary in the past" (1998: 25). At the same time I 

would like to respectfully acknowledge the work of those who have gone before me, I 

will also not apologise for my critical stance, for without criticism, how can there be 

improvement? 

In identifying the parameters for the scope of literature to be examined for this 

thesis, due to my linguistic limitations, only English sources are included. In view of 

my critique of the ISW discourse as unilingual, this limitation is inherently 

problematic. If I am challenging social work to break away from its Eurocentric 

orientation, then it is a contradiction for me to only examine articles written in 

(academic) English, and to write my thesis in this medium. Recognising that 

language is power, in keeping the discussion in English I am perpetuating the English 

hegemony I critique, and this work remains essentially a voice to and from the centre 

of power relations, in which the majority of the world's population (and practising 

social workers) is excluded. Thus, that which I charge the ISW discourse of, I am 

myself guilty of. This is an inherent contradiction in this work that I fully confess, but 

have been unable to resolve. As Ng states, 'It is nevertheless in these contradictions 

that I exist, and therefore think, speak, and write' (1 991 : 10). 

The following excerpt1 selection from my journal speaks to this struggle: 

How do 1 reconcile my o m  position of privilege within the oppressive power 

relations in which this work is embedded? By speaking from the centre am 
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I perpetuating utistirrg power imbalances and the domination of Western 

academic voice? Where/ do I have a place to spcok? Or is my place not to 

speuk a t  all but listen instead? (as if the world is SO dichotomously simple: 

centre and periphery, oppressed and oppressor!) 

I n  order to formulate my critique of the I S W  discourse I have 

drawn on voices from 'the margins' of both social work and other 

disciplines. I hope that my writing is a form of listening to these voices. 

but maybe in doing so I am being pretentious, presumptuous and 

paternalistic, co-opting the voices of others? Am I trying to 'justify' or 

hide behind my own voice of privilege by bringing the voice of 'the Other' 

forward? 

Miles Horton states that he cannot endorse any right for himself 

that he does not uphold for all other human beingss. I f  the reverse of this 

statement is also true, I cannot endorse any right for other human beings 

that I do not hold for myself. So if I believe that all people should have a 

voice and be heard, perhaps I have not only permission, but an obligation to 

exprus and explore that which I feel is important, and t o  not become 

imrnobilised or silenced by my privilege. If so, how do I go about exploring 

these questions that I have been given to the best of my abilities. with 

honesty and humiliv, recognising and knowing my 'place'? 

Growing up in 'Development' 

Graveline asserts that resurrecting one's own history to find out how it has 

contributed to the history of the world, and to rewrite colonial history to show how it 

has led to poverty rather than progress, is essential to the process of all 

decolonisation work (1998: 37). Thus I am challenged to locate myself within both a 

personal and broader historical context. 

-- 

In Horton, M. 8 Friere. P. (I 996). We Make the Road by Walking: Conversations on Education and Social 
Change. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
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I begin by identifying myself as a child of third and fourth generation 

immigrants from Scandinavia, who came to this country in the early part of this 

century- indirectly displacing the Cree and other plains nations who had lived on this 

continent for perhaps twelve thousand years (Brizinski, 1989:29). If 'how humans live 

on and use the Earth is foundational to any worldview analysis" (Graveline, 1998: 

49). the way my ancestors carved the prairies with straight, right-angle grid lines, 

says something about their world-view, which replaced /displaced the circles left by 

teepee rings of the Cree before them. The indigenous perspective of life as a circle 

was replaced by the European fascination with order, control, and linear progression. 

Myth and magic were replaced with rationality and positivism. The belief in the earth 

as Mother; nature as a sacred source whose balance needed to be respected, was 

replaced by the belief that nature needed to be Yarned' and 'domesticated' through 

mechanization. 

The rich multiple relational oral histories of the people who lived on this land for 

centuries before me, were replaced with 'paper stories' (Graveline: 1998: 68). The 

White man's way of remembering through 'fact' and footnote (and I say man 

advisedly because it was men who wrote our history about other men), replaced rich 

oral histories of multiple clans and communities, with a definitive history highlighting 

the experiences of only one perspective and group. 

Although my personal history begins in the prairies of Western Canada, the 

bulk of my formative years were spent in rural Nepal. As a child of Canadian parents 

working in the arena of 'international development', my life - from a very early age - 
has been embedded within this complex realm. In going overseas, my parents were 

influenced by the dominant thinking of the time; Wat people in the Third World 

countries were poor because of their dependence on subsistence agficulture, 

traditional methods of production and primlive technology, which coupled with a 

conservative outlook and natural apathy, had resulted in economic stagnation" 

(Chitereka, C., 1999: 3). A dominant (implicit) belief held by Westerners of Nepalese 

people was that they are pleasant, hard-working, honest, photogenic, but backward, 

in need of Western edification - religious, educational, scientific, cultural. 

Despite living as a minority person in a foreign land, compared to the gnat 

extent to which immigrant children acculturate to Canadian society, in growing up I 

experienced little incentive to conform to the 'dominant' norms of Nepalese society. 
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While the Western community I grew up in lived far more closely to the local people 

than the big budget aid projects based mostly in the capital city; accommodating local 

foods, appropriate dress standards, and using local transit, to a large degree we 

remained separate. If those around us were in the process of conforming to our 

(superior) Western culture and models, and we were there to assist them in this 

process, then there was little incentive for us to truly 'integrate'. So much emphasis 

was placed on teaching our knoMedge and skills that the idea that we might need to 

learn from the Nepalese cultural, health, agricultural, and spiritual traditions was 

largely peripheral. 

Although there was rhetoric of (and I believe sincere desire for) two-way 

respectful dialogue and mutual learning, the power imbalances implicit in externally 

funded and driven projects, worked against such mutuality. Very few of those 

belonging to the expatriate enclaves in which I grew up had deep, reciprocal personal 

friendships with Nepalese people. As a result, local culture was largely interpreted 

and rationalised by and to other expats. Close bonds I developed with Nepalese 

friends as a young teenager allowed me to break out of this pattern. This led me to 

question power and privilege inequities between expats and locals. Though I lacked 

the words to express this at the time. I struggled with the contradictions, paternalism, 

ethnocentrism and racism implicit in the 'development' endeavours taking place 

around me. While undeniably most Westerners were there out of a genuine desire to 

be helpful to 'those who are less fortunate', there were also mixed motives and self- 

serving interests, which I sensed intuitively but was unable to express at the time. 

Looking back upon my childhood context now as an adult, it strikes me as an 

excellent example of how - despite all the rhetoric to the contrary - the power 

relations in which individuals are embedded supersede all well meaning desires of 

mutuality and respect. My experiences bear witness to the anti-racist tenet that 

Whitel Western is dominant globally, even when WhiteWestem is the minority. 

In my adult life, I have continued to explore these themes of paradox, power, 

and privilege more deeply through my writing, paid employment, activist and 

academic work orecognising that personal and professional can never be separated. 

My return to Nepal for my graduate 'pradicum' was particularly significant in terms of 

deepening my questions of 'Is there any place for Western intervention?', and 'Do tips 

benefits justify the negative impacts?'. During the course of my work with this 
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Canadian funded 'Community Health Development Project', I was appalled at the 

gross power imbalances between expats and locals and disturbed by how the needs 

of the benefactors so dearly superseded the needs of the supposed project 

beneficiaries. I also observed how 'speaking for' rather than truly 'dialoguing with' 

occurred all too often, as the voices of 'beneficiaries' were represented by those who 

could speak the language of those funding the projects. It was the language of the 

funders in which significant decisions were made, communications shared, and 

reports delivered. 

I was outraged at the disproportionate privilege accorded to Canadian 'experts' 

on this project. For example, one double Ph.D. expert (with no cultural knowledge of 

Nepal or even south-east Asia) was regularly flown in from Canada for two-week 

consultations (the expert himself admitting that he wondered how helpful he was). 

Meanwhile, field staff workers- those doing the real work of the project - were bare 

subsistence wage earners, living without adequate food and supplies. While fancy 

meetings were held in five star hotels in the capital, the actual work 'in the field' was 

stymied by lack of financial, material, and political support. 

From these experiences I found myself reaching the same conclusion as 

Graham Hancock- author of Lords of Poverfy; that as a whole, 'Development Inc'. 

serves its own interests far more than the interests of those it serves. From my 

experiences I also surmised how elaborate systems have been developed to protect 

against exposing the 'dark side' of development. In our literature it is continually 

reinforced that those poor brown or black people in the South need us, are 

languishing without us, and it is our responsibility to help them outo help themselves!" 

Our newsletters describe all the good that is being done justifying the large dollars 

that are maintaining our presence abroad. Much glossy material showing the smiling 

faces of Yhe beneficiaries' confirms that development is an undeniable good - look! 

another well got dug, another health clinic established, another road built! Back home 

admiring friends and colleagues - who regularly send money to support our work, will 

reinforce to us What wonderful work you were doing over there! How fortunate of the 

people to have you! How setfless of you to go!' And so we justify our presence in 

these foreign lands to each other so much that - despite late night misgivings - we 

come to believe it ourselves. 



The Problematics of Language and Naming 

'Throughout the exchange between Europeans and their bthers' that began 

systematically half a millennium ego, the one idea that has scarcely vaned is that 

there is an 'us' and a ?hem, ' each quite settled, clear, unassailably self-evident" 

(Said, 1993: xxv). 

As Said points out, rather than reflecting objective realities, all the terms used to 

refer to 'other' countries have been ideologically and subjectively constructed to 

reflect and reinforce the 'superior' positions of those doing the naming; to distinguish 

'us' and 'them'. Over-simplified and dualistic language (typical of modernist thought) 

of First-World: Third World, North: South, East: West, 'developed': 'underdeveloped', 

are all named from a Eurocentnc frame of reference (Said, 1978). The language 

used to describe how a problem is framed (ideology) reflects the position of the 

speakers and directly shapes action (methodology). Today postmodern thought is 

increasingly challenging the Enlightenment belief in 'the principle that language is 

transparent and provides a correspondence between world and thing; objects are not 

linguistically (or socially) constructed; they are simply designated by namingn (Flax, 

1990, as quoted by Saulnier, 1996: 131). 

Besides being arbitrary, conventional ways of naming different parts of the 

world are no longer appropriate because the reality they were attempting to describe 

is now even more complex. 'By now, the lines that divided the First, Second and 

Third Worlds have blurred to the point where the tripartite division of the globe has 

become largely meaningless." (Seawell & Melchner, 1993: 160). Increasingly 'Third 

World' conditions are present in the 'First World' and the 'First world' is present in the 

'Third'. As Chomsky notes: 'Societies of the North - notably the United States - are 

taking on certain Third World aspects, as wealth and power are increasingly 

concentrated among investors and professionals who benefit from the 

internationalisation of capital flows and communicationa(l 993: 149). 

In the language of 'developed, underdeveloped1 developing', Western countries 

are framed as having reached the desired end-state, to which the rest of the world is 

aspiring to achieve, in a unidirectional manner. This is also true for the language of 
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the three (or four) worlds. According to Madeline Albnght's world-view, the world is 

divided into four categories; the largest is 'countries that understand and hrnction in 

the international system; then comes 'societies in transition', followed by 'those we 

used to call rogues, what we now call states of concern'; bringing up the rear are 

'those that are totally falling apart*. All nations will 'either organize with us or against 

us. But we are the organizing principle.' (Nil vol328: p. 29). 

In more progressive circles, the cold war tripartite division of the world 

(advanced capitalist- First, communist-Second, emerging economies- Third) has 

been replaced with tire hemispheric division of North and South. While this division 

has less pejorative undertones, it is overfy simplistic, and does not completely 

correspond geographically (Australia and Aotearoal New Zealand are in the Southern 

hemisphere for example). As well this language obscures the multiple and complex 

realities that exist within each region. Recently 'world majority' has been used to 

refer to countries of the South; emphasising that White/ Western 'dominant' culture is 

actually a minority culture globally. However, the term 'world majority' can become 

somewhat cumbersome, and is not immediately clear to those unfamiliar with its 

usage. 

Wallerstein's (1974, 1998) world-systems theoty in which there are categories of 

centre, semi-periphery and periphery, is helpful in terms of dispensing with purely 

racial or geographical qualifiers. In this model the world is essentially viewed as one 

whole in which imperialism reins, and in which each nation or area can be 

characterised by one of the above designations while possessing attributes of all 

three categories. Central to his theory is the notion that the centres have harmony of 

interests and are able to communicate quickly and effectively, while peripheries are 

made to believe they have nothing in common with one another (Zachariah, 1996). 

In not wanting to perpetuate naming of 'the Other' that is problematic in any 

way, for a long time I struggled with the problem of language used to refer to different 

geographical and political spaces within this work. I wanted my language to reflect 

my analysis that the Western model has been profoundly damaging- both to the 

societies from which it originated and to those on whom it has been imposed. As a 

reflection of this analysis, in somewhat of a trickster fashion, I would have liked to 

refer to the West (or the North) as mal-developed, (so that for once we can be named 
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pejoratively!). Such naming shifks the onus of the problem to the countries of North 

where I believe the most change needs to happen. 

However, such new naming would risk being awkward and confusing, and so, I 

have had to reconcile mysetf to the limitations of the least-problematic naming that 

already exists. I therefore i n  full recognition of the limitations involved, largely use 

the terminology of North and South, complemented by Walletstein's 'centre' and 

'periphery' in this work. I only use First and Third world naming when citing the work 

of others or when desiring to emphasise the power embedded in this language. 

Writing in the Matgins 

This is the power of writing, taking action with the voice and hand, moving 

thought into physical being, taking it further than one's mind will allow and giving 

it a way to other people. (Chamley, 7 990: 7 6, as quoted by Gmveline, 1 998: 7 58). 

'Writing in the margins' - the title of this thesis, is essentially the best way to 

sum up the 'dialogical' inquiry style and process that has characterised this work. 

Anyone who has ever borrowed a book from me is familiar with the many cryptic 

scribbling and symbols pencilled in the text margins. I have always been a slow 

reader, and writing in the margins is the way I process, synthesise and dialogue with 

what I read. When I pick up a book I haven't looked at in a while, my writings in the 

margins are a shorthand reminder to me, both of the content of the text and my own 

reflections on it. 

'Writing in the margins' is how I reflect upon and process the texts of my own as 

well as of others. As I constantly review, edit and dialogue with my own writing, 

through my notes in the margins, connections are made, intuitions first expressed, 

and the flow and direction of the work slowly unfurls in a 'dialectical spiralling'. 

Through the process of writing this thesis I have learned to trust this unconventional 

methodology as an organic process that is more about following than leading, a 

process that pushes me to new places of trust and faith in a mysterious guidance that 

is greater than myself. 
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'Writing in the margins' speaks to my essential struggle with what has been 

written before me, and my desire to add my own voice to the conversation, to 

challenge what has been said, and to point out what has been omitted. The term 

speaks to how it is myself in dialogue with texts that has informed all aspects of this 

thesis. Beginning - can we ever really define a clear beginning for such 

endeavours? - with the many pencilled notes written into the first ISW book I read 

(Profiles in International Social Work), my reactions to and reflections on this 

discourse were first articulated. Over the course of the hundreds of hours of writing 

and reflecting that have gone into this work, these initial markings have been refined 

and reworked into the very structure of what has become a formal text of my own! 

Addressing the uniquely creative journey that each of us must go through, 

Paulo Friere describes the iterative process of continually moving from text to context 

by quoting the poet Antonio Machado. "Se hace camino a/ andar" - "we make the 

road by walking" (Freire and Horton, 1990: 6). Rather than a clear, logically 

structured, predetermined path, embarking on a journey in which the path has not 

been trodden, and looking to the margins rather than mainstream, requires living by 

ambiguity, intuition, and faith. 

Struggle, Intuition, and Floundering; an iterative and Dialectical Process 

This is what every original thinker must do. Flounder. Since I don? really know 

what I'm doing when / start, 1 read as omnivorously as 1 can, and listen to 

people, ar;a look at things. It is a state of great confusion. But I've leamed to 

tmst myself about what is interesting, because so offen I would be interested in 

something, but would consider it beside the point. . . And then I would find later 

that I needed exactly that thing- it was germane. IVe leamed to trust myselfl. if 

I'm interested in something' to regard it as of potential value. 

-Jane Jacobs (as quoted by Wamn, D., 1993: 8) 

This excerpt in many ways describes the process that I have experienced in 

writing this thesis. While working on my MSW coufses, I constantly felt the tension 

between the core social work methods and theories being taught, and my interest in 

areas that fell 'outside* of key course material. And yet, it has been precisely in my 
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wanderings away from the 'canons' of social work theories and research methods 

(and into the margins), that I have found the inspiration and direction for this work. 

Answers to questions, and the deepening of questions, have come largely from my 

exploration of the margins. 

My first year Sociology professor, Dodi Poeltzer taught us to always pay 

attention and follow what we felt attracted to or repelled by. Areas I felt drawn to but 

were peripheral to my course work (adult education, participatory action research, 

critical development theory, radical and stnrctural social work, postmodernism, 

spirituality. social activism. global education, anthropology, emerging qualitative 

research methodologies, and eco-feminist theory), actually turned out to be central to 

this work. Taking courses and reading broadly outside of my discipline area, 

engaging in reflective conversations with friends from a wide variety of backgrounds, 

and journal writing, have been some of the most important (though indirect) avenues 

of exploring my research questions. This process is necessarily one of 'floundering'; 

of following intuition rather than a formal 'scientific method', which, in an interview 

wlh David Warren, Jane Jacobs expresses beautifully; 

"I think that what is called the scientific method often works the way I do. You 

don't know. By the time you know what you are looking for, you've already 

found it. You can't know ahead of time what you are going to discover. How 

can you find out, except by fiddling around?" (as quoted by Warren, D.. 1993: 

16). 

The process of writing this thesis, as it has unfolded, has been truly a reflective, 

intuitive, dialectical, and iterative journey6. This dialectical process occurs many times 

throughout the research process. in a continually spiralling and dynamic fashion 

(Smith, 1993). From my first reactions to the ISW literature, I was pushed to reflect, 

critique, explore new directions of thought. then come back to the ISW texts and 

reread with new understandings, insights, and questions. 

While the term dialectical implies a progression from thesis, to antithesis, to 

synthesis, Mullaly argues that a dialectical analysis requires the recognition of 

simultaneously co-existing contradictory aspects within an area of study. A dialectical 

analysis guards against the danger of 'analysis paralysis' -common to critical 

structural analysis, in which writing becomes polemic while contradictions and 

6 As an example of the 'dialedical spiralling' nature of this work. it is only aRer two years of struggling to 
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complexities become s i m p l i i .  (Interestingly, a commonly identified antidote to 

polarised or narrowed analysis is the incorporation of interdisciplinary studies). 

Ideally, a dialectical analysis leads to greater integration of theory and better- 

informed radical practice (1 993: 144). 

It has been the weaving together of various bodies of thought; connecting what 

my modernist training has taught me to see as separate, that has been the 

challenge, joy and frustration of this work. It certainly would have been easier to 

follow the dominant 'narrowdown-a-tiny-area-of-knowledge' model of thesis research 

that was prescribed for me! The consequences of working in and from the margins, 

have been that I often am overwhelmed with the enormity of all I am trying to 

integrate, and I've had to live with a high degree of ambiguity and internal tension. 

Samuel Beckett describes this tension beautifully, 

"you must go on, t can't go on, you must go on, I'll go on, you must say the 

words, as long as there are any, until they find me, until they say me, strange 

pain, strange sin, you must go on, perhaps it's done already, perhaps they have 

said me already, perhaps they have camed me to the threshold of my story, 

before the door that opens on my story, that would surprise me, if it opens, it 

will be I, it will be the silence, where I am, I don't know, I'll never know, in the 

silence you don't know, you must go on, I can't go on, I'll go on. 

- Samuel Beckett, 1955: 414 

Chapter Summary 

After reviewing the ISW literature, and completing the coursework for an ISW 

concentration in my graduate studies, I found f still lacked a neat answer to tell 

people who ask me what international social work is. The frustration I felt with the 

lack of both definition and depth of this literature became my research problem. Led 

by a critical discourse analysis, this thesis attempts to explore the emerging construct 

of ISW within the broader historical and international context of power relations in 

which it is embedded. As guided by the research questions, this thesis will identify, 

name and 'deconstruct' the themes, contradictions, latent functions, paradoxes, 

implicit assumptions and biases, ideology, and power relations within the ISW 

discourse. 

articulate and form the other chapters, that I write this introductory chapter with clarity. 
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The integration of Self through a dialogical and dialectical inquiry process, is 

identified as central to the exploration of the research questions- Writing in the 

margins' is the process by which this dialogical inquiry occurs and is characterised by 

cycles of reflection and integration, floundering and struggle. As well, in exploring a 

discourse body on the margins of the dominant social work discourse, it is observed 

that my subject matter, research methods, and theoretical models have all been 

drawn from the margins of more dominant traditions. 



CHAPTER !I: EPISTEMOLOGY AND METHODOLOGY 

A. METHODOLOGlCAL AND ANALmCAL FOUNDA77ONS 

Each inquiry requires its own methods, maxims and standards. 
-Stephen Toulmin (1996: 207) 

Simply stated, methodology is the attempt to resolve the questions of "how do 

we know the world, or gain knowledge of it" (Denzin 8 Lincoln, 1994: 13), or "how is it 

that we come to know what we need to know to answer the questions we have" 

(Pyrch, 1997- personal conversation). Halmi challenges that many social work 

researchers have become less concerned about determining the questions that need 

answering and more concerned with techniques. 'They become methodologists 

enamoured of their methodology and blind to the questions that social work needs to 

answer" (1 996: 372). Denzin and Lincoln assert that 

Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of 

empirical materials - case study, personal experience, introspective, life story, 

interview, observational, historical, interactional, and visual texts- that describe 

routine and problematic moments and meanings in individuals' lives. 

Accordingly, qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of interconnected 

methods, hoping always to get a better fix on the subject matter at hand. (1994: 

2) 
As a qualitative study, I felt that the research questions which guide this work 

require multiple methods of exploration and that to use only any one set methodology 

would be limiting. Although I certainly do not use all the methods described in the 

above excerpt, I will incorporate the following: personal - through reflections on lived 

experiences, introspection (through journal writing and reflective conversations), as 

well as visual texts (the ISW written discourse I will be analysing). Richardson states 

that "writing is also a way of knowing - a method of discovery and analysis" (1994: 

516). Similarly, Paulo Freire asserts that critical reading is a form of research (Freire 

8 Horton, 1990: 37). Both critical reading and critical writing together comprise an 

essential element of the research process. Thus, multiple methods will complement 

the over-arching methodology of critical discourse analysis. 
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Griffin (1 988) describes how the fullest way to come to know what we need to 

know is through the integration of six ways of learning: 1) rational I logical, 2) 

emotional, 3) relational. 4) physical. 5) metaphoric or intuitive, and 6) spiritual. In her 

article entitled "Holistic learning/ teaching in adult education: would you play a one- 

string guitafl Griffin describes the creativity, synthesis, insight, and true knowledge 

that comes when all six capacities are utilised in an inquiry process. Lincoln too 

emphasises the need for holistic and integrative methods of inquiry and analysis 

(1995). The integration of politics and spirituality into academic inquiry were key 

issues she identifies as comprising "the sixth moment'' in the development of 

qualitative research. In view of these insights, through this thesis I aspire to integrate 

multiple (rather than simply rational) methods of knowledge seeking. 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

It is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined. - Michel Foucault, 

( 1  980). 

It has been said that discourse analysis is both an old and a new discipline. 

Arguably, its origins can be traced back to fields of study in language, public speech, 

and literature going back 2000 years (van Dijk, 1985a : 1). The origins of modem 

discourse analysis in the early 1970s involved a widespread, multidisciplinary 

attention paid to the study of 'discourse' within disciplines as diverse as 

anthropology, linguistics, semiotics, poetics, psychology, sociology, and mass 

communication studies (van Dijk, 198Sd: xi). (As well, the development of this 

method was highly influenced by the change in perception occurring in modem art: 

Automatism, Dadism, Braque and Picasso.) 

Discourse analysis emerged in reaction to conventional social science 

methodologies which were felt to be constrictive (van Dijk, 1985a: 8). =This shared 

interest for various phenomena of language use, texts, conversational interaction, or 

communicative events soon became more integrated, under the common label of 

discourse analysis" (Ibid.). In its modem origins, interest primarily focused on 

indigenous or popular discourse genres, such as folktales, myths, stones, and rituals 

- in the space between linguistics and anthropology (Ibid., 4). Today, the term 
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'discourse analysis' is by nature interdisciplinary, and has come to be used for a 

wide range of meanings which cover a wide range of activities (Brown. 8 Yule, 1983: 

viii)'. 

One of the main figures of discourse analysis, who has also been called the 

father of postmodem thought, is Michel Foucault. According to Foucault, a discourse 

is a way of constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, forms of 

subjectivity and power relations which are inherent in such knowledge and relations 

(Weedon, 1987: 108). 'Discourses are more than ways of thinking and producing 

meaning. They constitute the 'nature' of the body, unconscious and conscious mind 

and emotional life of the subjects which they seek to govern' (lbid.). Weedon asserts 

that discourses must be in circulation, and must be viewed as transmitting and 

producing power, in order to be examined in terms of whose interests they serve 

(1 987: 108). 

Foucault's work focused on monopolies on knowledge and meaning -both 

through written media and professional bodies. Accordingly, social institutions (e.g.: 

Western professional social work) are seen to produce specific ways or modes of 

talking about certain areas of social life (e.g.: 'development', poverty, and social 

problems) which are in turn directly related to the place and nature of the institution 

(Kress, 1985: 28). Foucault (1972) asserted that in order to understand a discourse 

body, one must first know who is speaking and who has the 'rightn or is considered 

qualified to use that particular discourse (Saulnier, 1996). Cdical discourse analysis 

is characterised by the formulation of both criticism and alternatives (van Dijk, 1985: 

6). Critical discourse analysis operates on the premise that discourses are 

manifestations of larger problems such as inequality, class differences, sexism, 

racism, power, and dominance. These larger problems play a crucial role in the 

ideological formulation, and communicative reproduction of discourse, and in the 

institutional representation of such issues (van Dijk, 19854: 7). Critical discourse 

analysis recognises that any particular text may be the expression of a number of 

- -- 

7 The term 'discourse analysis' is often confused with the terms 'text analysis' and 'content analysis'. Kress 
differentiates ihe two by stating 'On the whole, discussions with a more sociological basis or aim tend to use 
the term 'discourse' (Corsaro, 1981). while those with a more linguistic basis or aim tend to use the term 
'text' and 'content' (van Dijk, 1978)' (1 1985: 27). Seidel describes content analysis as We mapping and 
counting of themes used to test hypotheses' - still prominent in sodat psychology, political 
science, and media studies (1985: 43). 



28 
discourses- differing, and often contradictory (Gunther, 1985: 29). According to 

Said (1978), focus is given to internal logic. myths and metaphors, assumptions, 

patterns. variations, and latent content of the discourse body. 

Two important analytical bodies which underpin critical discourse analysis, and 

greatly influence the analytical framework guiding this study. are critical theory and 

postmodemism. While postmodemism and critical theory complement one another, 

they also conflict on certain fundamental assumptions (Saulnier, 1996; lngram 8 

Simon-lngram, 1990). In order to avoid getting bogged down in a lengthy digression 

into the contradictions between these two bodies of thought, critical theory is 

identified as the primary analytical guide to this work. To the extent that 

postmodemism is not prescriptive, does not accept an oppression analysis as an 

overarching theory, and is predominantly a-political (Langevin, 1998), its influence is 

seen as secondary to that of critical theory8. 

6. EPISTEMOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 

"the gendered, multiculturally situated researcher approaches the world with a 

set of ideas, a framework (theory, ontology) that specifies a set of questions 

(epistemology) that are then examined (methodology, analysis) in specific waysn 

(Dentin & Lincoln, 1994: 3). 

Lincoln & Guba assert that "questions of method are secondary to questions of 

paradigm", which they define as "the basic belief system or world view that guides the 

investigator" (1994: 105). Keamey (1984: 10) defines a world view as a set of images 

and assumptions about the world; a world view 'is knowledge about the world, what 

we are talking about here is epistemology, the theory of knowledgen (as quoted by 

Graveline, 1998: 19). The researchers' underlying assumptions about the nature of 

research and inquiry directly shape the selection and implementation of research 

methods used. This statement supports the construction of my methodology, which is 

clearly rooted in, and even is arguably secondary to my basic beliefs about the nature 

8 Langevin notes that sceptical postmodernists would not be p d i l  as they would see no point in such 
activities. Afirmative postmodemists however may be political for they are interested not only in critique and 
deconstruction, but they are also interested in reconstruction based on their social critique. They may have 
entered in alliances with others to pursue a common agenda. (20001 email discussion). 
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of the research process and the nature of knowledge. And so it is that I bring to 

this research process ideas, theories, questions, and patterns of analysis that are 

filtered through my understandings of human nature, and the nature of knowledge as 

informed by my lived experiences. 

An ontological framework is essentially an exploration of the question What is 

the fundamental nature, properties and relations of existence or being?" Following 

the analysis of Berger and Luckman (I-), my ontological framework for this study 

rests on the premise that all knowledge is essentially socially constructed, and as 

such can be 'deconstruded'. The texts explored are seen as manifestations of 

broader discourses (Kress, 1985: 29), which in turn are seen to exist only insofar as 

people read and give meaning to them (Heyman, R. 1998). 

Epistemology asks the question 'how do we know things and what grounds do 

we have upon which to make claims to possession of knowledge?" Halmi notes that 

"the technique of any researcher evolves from philosophical traditions and is founded 

on certain epistemological beliefs about the origin of knowledge" (1 996: 363). Rooted 

in the ontological premises outlined above, the following pages we will outline how 

the traditions of qualitative research, critical theory and postmodemism inform the 

epistemological premises guiding this work. 

Qualitative Research 

Drawing from the tradition of qualitative research, the epistemological 

framework for this study views knowledge as a transdisciplinary, interpretive. 

interactional, political, highly complex, and an ever-changing phenomena. Halmi 

summarises key epistemological assumptions implicit in the qualitative research 

paradigm: 

the subjective dimensions of human experience are continuously changing 

and cannot be studied using the principles of quantitative research 

methodologies, 

emphasis on qualitative methods is placed on fully describing and 

comprehending the subjective meanings of events for individuals and groups 

caught up in them, 
I, the social world is a highly complex, dynamic reality consisting of multiple 

layers of meaniiq and perspectives that are strongly influenced by the 
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interaction between the environmental context and the subjective 

interpretations of the situational actors, 

the aim of qualitative research is to discover the meaningful relationships 

within phenomena and the influences those relationships have on social 

conduct, 

• data collection uses holistic, naturalistic and unobtrusive descriptions of the 

uncontrolled context, behaviours and meanings found in the situations (1 996: 

364). 

Based on the above epistemological foundations, Netson et al, (1992: 4) outline 

the nature of qualitative research when practised: 

Qualitative research is an interdisciplinary, trans-disciplinary, and sometimes 

counter-disciplinary field. It crosscuts the humanities and the social and physical 

sciences. Qualitative research is many things at the same time. It is 

multiparadigmatic in focus. Its practitioners ate sensitive to the value of the 

multimethod approach. They are committed to the naturalistic perspective, and 

to the interpretive understanding of human experience. At the same time, the 

field is inherently political and shaped by multiple ethical and political positions. 

(As quoted by Denzin 8 Lincoln, 1994: 3-4). 

This description of qualitative research encompasses the essential qualities of 

this study: interdr'sciplinary or trans-disci plinary , mukiparadigmatic (critical theory , 

post-modemism, ecological, structural and radical social work, etc.), multimethod, 

interpretive, and political. 

The epistemological tenet of qualitative research that knowledge is 

transdisciplinary and must be explored as such, greatly shapes this work. Central to 

my thesis is the notion that an analysis of only what is to be found under the nominal 

search term 'international social work' is insufficient for a comprehensive analysis. To 

succumb to the modernist tendency to fracture and sub-divide fields of study, and 

explore only the categorical ISW literature would result in a 'flat', decontextualised 

study. If the problems (or symptoms) in which ISW is engaged are rooted in broader 

social, economic and political structures, to fail to look outside of social work is to fail 

to recognise the broader connections in which it is inextricably located. Only by 

recognising the interconnections that exist (between poverty, the environment, 
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colonialism, globalism, international politics. war, economics, and so on) can I fully 

come to understand what ISW is. 

=Critical theory concerns itself with social tmnsfomtion - moving from a society 

characterised by exploitation, inequality, and oppression to one that is 

emancipatory and free frcwn domination. " (Mullaly, 1993: 14 1). 

Critical theory asserts that all disciplines are manifestations of the discourses 

and power relations of the social and historical contexts that produced them 

(Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994: 139). With its emphasis on reinterpreting the world in 

new ways, critical theory seeks to articulate a concern with the social construction of 

experience. Leonard emphasises that 'the link between social theory and political 

practice is perhaps the defining characteristic of critical theory, for a critical theory 

without a practical dimension would be bankrupt on its own terms" (1990:3). As social 

work is an applied discipline, the epistemological foundations of critical theory which 

emphasise the social construction of experience, bring it into the political realm in 

which theory, ideology, and practice are inseparable. 

Kincheloe & McLaren outline "for researchers who attempt to use their 

knowledge as a form of social or cultural criticism" some key tenets of critical theory's 

epistemologicaf assumptions; 

that all thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are socially 

and historically constructed; 

that facts can never be isolated from the domain of values or removed from 

some form of ideological inscription; 

that the relationship between concept and object and between signifier and 
signified is never stable or fixed end is often mediated by the social relations 

of capitalist production and consumption; 

that language is central to the formation of subjectivity (conscious and 

unconscious awareness); 

that certain groups in any society are privileged over others and, although the 

reasons for this privileging may vary widely, the oppression that charaderises 
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contemporary societies is most forcefully repmducud when subordinates 

accept their social status as natural, necessary, or inevitable; 

that oppression has many faces and that focusing on only one at the expense 

of others (e.g., class oppression versus racism) often elides the 

interconnections among them; and finally, 

• that mainstream research practices are generally, although most often 

unwittingly, implicated in the reproduction of systems of class, race, and 

gender oppression. (1 994: 1 39-1 40). 

Critical theory has many roots and many offshoots. Karl Marx was highly 

influential in the development of critical theory, with his ideas being picked up and 

extended by Jurgen Haberrnas and the Frankfurt School (Mullaly, 1993; Lash, 1990). 

Postmodemism, structural social work, feminist theory, anti-racist theory, and radical 

social work -all offshoots of critical theory which inform this work, have each 

extended the ideas of critical theory in various ways (though conflicts and 

contradictions exist between them). 

Research as Inherently Political 

A fundamental tenet of both qualitative research and critical theory is that 

research is an inherently political process. Kincheloe and McLaren assert that inquiry 

which aspires to the name critical must be connected to an attempt to confront the 

injustice. Research thus becomes a transformative endeavour unembarrassed by the 

label "political" and unafraid to consummate a relationship with an emancipatory 

consciousness (1 994: 140). 

Insofar as research uncritically reproduces the existing order, it re-enforces 

existing power relations. Research identified with critical theory then is about 

challenging, and exploring alternatives to the norm. In direct opposition to the 

conventional research models f was taught, critical theory holds that there can be no 

such thing as neutrality when a discourse body is situated within the contested 

territory between oppressed and oppressors (as discourse bodies are). Addressing 

the inherently political nature of all research endeavours, prominent philosopher of 

science Stephen Toulmin states that 'how we are to divide up the field of human 

studies for purpose of scientific investigation is a moral or political, as much as an 
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intellectual matter" (1996: 219). Similarly, rejecting the long-held notion of 

objectivity and neutrality, Yvonna Lincoln states 

It is probably time that we c8ased arguing about whether contemporary social 

scientists have a political agenda, since even the most forceful claim to 

disinterestedness and a-historicity can be demonstrated to have a historical 

political agenda, and to begin arguing about just whose political agenda will be 

pursued (1995: 42). 

To engage in critical postmodem research is to take part in a process of critical 

world making, guided by the shadowed outline of a dream of a world less 

conditioned by misery, suffering, and the politics of deceit. It is, in short, a 

pragmatics of hope in an age of cynical reason. (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1995: 

7 54). 

Postmodemism is a tradition originating from French philosophers in the 

twentieth century, which, in the last few decades, has increasingly dominated 

scholarship in the humanities and social sciences (Parpart and Marchand, 1995: 1). 

(However, Langevin (2000) notes how this trend has yet to significantly penetrate, 

much less dominate social work scholarship. Postmodernism 'questions essentialism 

in all its forms, starting with the notion of general, all-encompassing principles meant 

to explain either natural or social realities* (Nicholson, 1990, as cited by Saulnier, 

1996:131). 

'The core of postmodemism is the doubt that any method or theory, discourse or 

genre, tradition or novelty, has a universal and general claim as the "right" or the 

privileged form of authoritative knowledge. Postmodemism suspects all truth 

claims of masking and serving particular interests in local, cultural, and political 

struggles. . . Postmodemism opens up standard methods of inquiry and 

introduces new methods, which are also, then, subject to critique" (Richardson, 

1994: 517). 

Among the many Enlightenment beliefs criticised by postmodemists is "the 

canon that science, which is neutral in its methods and contents but socially 
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beneficial in its results, is the paradigm for all true knowledgen (Saulnier, 1996:131). 

The postmodemist questioning of dominant assumptions, and its doubt of 'Yhe ability 

of thinkers from the West either to understand the world or to prescribe solutions for 

it" (Parpart & Marchand, 1995: 2), underpins the questions asked in this work. 

Michel Foucault, one of the most prominent postmodern thinkers, spoke 

strongly about the privileging of the methods of science and unitary knowledge which 

have led to the subjugation of previously established local, popular and indigenous 

knowledge systems (Hartman, 1992: 483). He argues that 'global unitary 

knowledgesn have, through a struggle over time, come to subjugate multiple other 

knowledges and disqualify them as 'beneath the required level of cognition or 

scientificity, (1980: 82) (Ibid.) As guided by a postmodem epistemological critique, 

both the social work and development discourses will be deconstructed as "global 

unitary knowledge" systems. 

Four key concepts in postmodern theory that will be given particular attention to 

in this thesis are language, discourse, deconstruction, and positionality. In language, 

postmodernists emphasise the context, and the social processes that create the 

meaning implicit in language. Deconstruction consists of 'exposing a concept as 

ideological or culturally construed rather than as a natural or a simple reflection of 

realityn (Collins, 1990: 14, as quoted by Saultnier, 1996: 132). Postmodern 

deconstruction attempts 'to question concepts usually taken for granted, particularly 

notions about truth, knowledge, power and languagen (Saultnier, 1996: 132). 

Attention to the site from which discourse is constructed, as well as to the speaker's 

level of power and institutional context is known as positionality. Finally, the 

postmodem construct of discourse is the foundation upon which this work is 

constructed. 

Chapter Summary 

As guided by the analytical framework of critical discourse analysis, ISW will be 

examined as a discourse body; as a way of constituting knowledge, together with the 

social practices, forms of subjectivity and power relations that are inherent in such 

knowledge relations. As such ISW will be 'deconstructed' along axes of language, 

voice, power and reason. 
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Assumptions about the nature of knowledge in this work (epistemology) are 

guided by the tenets of qualitative research, critical theory, and postmodem thought. 

Qualitative research emphasises knowledge as being a transdisciplinary, interpretive, 

interactional, political, highly complex, and an ever-changing phenomena. Critical 

theory describes research as an inherently political process in which certain voices 

are included and certain voices excluded according to standards set by dominant 

groups. By incorporating an oppression analysis, critical theory takes a clear value 

stance and focuses on the interconnections between the macro/ international sphere 

and micro/ personal sphere. Postmodem thought complements the analysis of critical 

theory with its conviction of 'multiple truths' and rejection of over-arching knowledge 

systems -developed by a small group of elite - that attempt to explain and universalise 

the experiences of all people. 



CHAPTER 111: THE EMERGENCE OF ISW FROM THE CRUCIBLE 

OF HISTORICAL POWER RELATIONS 

even as we must fully comprehend the pastness of the past, there is no just way 

in which the past can be quarantined from the pmsent. Past and present infom 

each other, each implies the other end. . . each ccmxists with the other. . . 
Neither past nor present. . . has a complete meaning alone. . . [H]ow we 

fornulate or represent the past shapes our understanding and views of the 

present- -Edward Said, (1993: 4) 

The emergence of modem social work can be seen as a recent and culturally 

specific manifestation of a societal function that is as old as the human race. The 

Western professional model of social work emerged from a specific cultural, political, 

ideological and historical context, and from a certain knowledge perspective to 

address the social problems of its time. If qualitative research is essentially a process 

of telling stones about the worlds being studied (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994), this chapter 

will explore the 'story' of social work. It will trace the emergence, growth, and 

international spread of the profession of social work, and explore how this story fits 

into the broader 'story' of power relations between and within nations during the lgm 

and 2om centuries. 

Folk singer and poet Utah Philips states that 'the past didn't go anywhere'; that 

the 'river of history' in which we are situated, is always with us. In terns of social 

work, this 'river of history' is made up of many streams and currents that have deep 

sources. These contributing streams include the emergence of modernist thought in 

Europe, the industrial revolution, colonial imperialism, rise of commercial capitalism, 

and ascendancy of the US as a global power. Within this river, many inter-linking and 

mutually reinforcing power relations can be identified and explored. 

If ISW is social work in the international arena, in order to understand the 

nature, scope and function of the ISW discourse (the aims of this thesis), it is first 

necessary to examine the context of international power relations from which social 

work and in turn, ISW emerged. If discourses are manifestations of the power 

relations of the social and historical contexts that produced them, we will explore how 
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the ISW discourse dearly refleds the broader historical political, ideological. 

cultural, epistemological, and economic power relationships -between and within 

nations, in which it is embedded. 

to recognise what we am so as to know what we can be, and see where we 

come from so as to reckon mom clearly where we're going -Eduardo 

Galeano, (7973: 289) 

A. THE STORY OF SOCIAL WORK 

Social Care Systems Across fime And Space 

S . . it is necessary to recognise that other approaches, which are very different 

from social work, have been employed to deal with social problems at different 

times and jn different cuttural and historical contexts" (Midgley, 7 987: 7). 

Across time and space, human communities have been challenged with 

problems of human suffering, intetpersonal conflict, oppression, inequality and 

material scarcity. In response to these problems diverse societies around the world 

have developed a broad range of creative, and unique methods of 'social care' for 

supporting individuals in need of extra support from the collective, and moderating 

the worst effects of inequality inherent in most human societies. These practices can 

be seen as expressions of core beliefs in the responsibilities of the collective and in 

the metaphysical realm. As Gunetta observes, 'individuals and organisations have 

been performing social work tasks since time immemorialn (1996: 301). 

Different forms of social care reflect the unique cultures from which they are 

created. In her overview of ancient history, feminist historian Riane Eisler (1987) 

notes that during historical periods in which both genders have been equally valued, 

societies have been charaderised by a 'partnership' culture in which inequality, 

conflict, and oppression are minimised and social care functions are broadly shared. 

Conversely, she describes patriarchal societies based on a 'dominator model' as 

characterised by disequilibrium with other human and non-human communities, war, 

suffering, and multiple forms of oppression. Today, while more egalitarian societies 

such as the Kalahari !Kung in southern Africa tend to have social care functions 
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broadly shared by all community members. more stratified. urbanised sodaties 

such as Germany have highly specialised, gendered, and bureaucratisad fonns of 

social care, undertaken by specific individuals with forrnalised training. 

Social care systems are Med ive  not just of the cultural but also ideological 

context from which they are constructed. If ideology is understood as the way 

societies make sense of social problems, how social problems are understood is 

fundamental to how social care methods are constructed. Gunther Kress states that 

ideology "is one of the less settled categories of philosophical and sociologicai 

discussions of the last century or more. Its meanings range ftom the relatively 

innocuous 'system of ideas' or 'worldview' to more contested ones such as 'false 

consciousness' or 'ideas of the dominant, ruling class" (1985: 29). Kress describes 

how ideology is concerned equally with dominant and with oppositional forms of 

knowledge in a society, with accommodative strategies, and with knowledge deriving 

from the historical and social positions of its users (Kress, 1985: 29). For the 

purposes of our discussion in tracing the ideological development of social work, I will 

use Mullally's definition. 'An ideology can be defined as a consistent set of social, 

economic, and political beliefs which serves as the foundation and determines the 

world view of particular social paradigms" (Mullaly, 1993: 38). 

It is said that societies are judged by how they deal with those 'on the margins' 

who have broken relationship with the larger community- killing, imprisoning, or 

integrating and healing. When a 'social problem' (economic need, broken 

relationships, ham to the collective, etc.), is viewed as an individual aberration, the 

methods used by the collective are oflen to penalise and stigmatise the 'deviant' 

individual. For example, in mainstream Western cultures, when 'social problems' are 

seen as the fault of individuals, people are stigmatised, pathologised, institutionalised 

and penalised. In comparison, in Cree culture, social problems have traditionally been 

viewed as the result of having fallen out of relationship with the Creator and the whole 

community. Therefore, based on this ideology, the 'method' to deal with the problem 

is to rehabilitate and to reconcile the individual to the community and to the Creator 

(Ross, 1996). In the following paragraphs, we will explore how ideological paradigms 

have powerfully shaped the nature and practice methods of what has become the 

dominant social work model. 
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The Emergence of S O H  Wo& within Westem CouMes 

u S ~ i a l  work is a fomlised appmach which is based on the belief that social 

problems can best be remedkd through the intervention of prdessional 

personnel who have the appropriate tmining, knonowledge and skills' (Midgley, 

f987: x). 

In Europe and North America the industrial revolution which radically transformed 

social, economic, and political relations - both within and between nations during the 

lgm and 20'" centuries, necessitated the formation of new methods of social care to 

address the many social problems that were by-products of this transition. Like public 

and private corporations and trade unions, 'modem professions emerged during the 

Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries - a period that 

completed the transition from pre-industrial to industrial capitalism and established a 

'market mentality' as the persuasive ethos of (Western) societyn (Reisch and Wenocur 

1986: 75). 

By replacing the work formerly done manually on a small-scale basis, with large- 

scale factory production, massive numbers of people were displaced h-om their 

traditional means of livelihood. In response to the economic and social displacement, 

dispossession, interpersonal conflict, oppression, human smering and poverty 

caused by the transition to industrial capitalism, across Europe the welfare state was 

developed reflecting each nation's ideological, cultural and political context. Social 

work in turn, emerged as Yhe central and dominant, but not the only, profession 

involved in staffing the formal social welfare system" (Compton & Galaway, 1989: 5). 

Social work arose to 'support modem society by largely 'helping' those who are 

unable to support or care for themselves in a manner considered appropriate by 

social normsn (Coates: 2000: 2). Wdhin the welfare state the profession's primary 

concern focused on remedial social welfare (Midgley, 1981: xi). 

Social Work Embedded within the Modernist Paradigm 

The scientific method, based on contrdled experiments and objactive 

measurement, was deemed to be supenbr to all other methods of tnrth seeking. 
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Separating the &sewer from the observed was fundamental to the 

'mechanics" of the sa'entfic method and to the planned change processes in 

helping professions such as sacrial mrk- (Ramsay, 1998: 6). 

The profound transformations in economic and social relations of the 1 9  and 

20" centuries. wen  in turn underpinned by the post-enlightenment paradigm which 

came to replace former religious explanations of natural phenomena with a science 

which in turn came to assume a Goblike supremacy (Ramsay, 1998: 5). ~ul la ly  

defines a paradigm as 'a taken-for-granted reality or world view that consists of the 

entire constellation of beliefs, values and techniques shared by a scientific 

community' (1993: 27). A paradigm represents a specific type of cognitive framework 

from which a discipline or profession views the world and its place in it. Paradigms 

allow for an analysis of the relationship between the scientific thought of a discipline 

and the social context in which it arises. (Mullaly, 1993: 27). Kuhn elaborates that this 

does not refer to the beliefs of an entire discipline, but to those dominant within the 

discipline or profession (I bid.). 

The Enlightenment of the eighteenth century which was characterised by the 

'substitution of rationalism for the traditional social, religious, and political values that 

assigned privilege to members of the church and to royalty" (Saulnier, 1996: 210). 

gave birth to the modernist thought of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. From 

the dualism of the mind-matter split initiated by Descartes, have flowed 

"individualism, industrialism, humanism, capitalism and egoism. Dualism also gives 

birth to fragmentation, separation, alienation and isolation" (Kumar. S., 2000: 7) .  

Through modernity 'scientism, objectivism, instrumental rationality, efficiency and 

uniformityn (Coates, 200; 4) gained ascendancy. Modernist thought was 

characterised by the search for causality and unitary or universal theories, an 

emphasis on 'objectivity', positivism and rationalism (where only what can be 

empirically verified is real and valid). 

In the modernist paradigm, the whole was broken down into fragmentary parts 

for empirical study, and the world was seen in terms of dichotomies and dualities 

(between humanity and ecology, society and the individual, mind and body, male and 

female, etc). As Shiva describes, 

Modem science has made it look like the only way to know reality is through 
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reductionism, through taking apart, chopping up, analysing, shredding the 

parts that cannot be measumd, Creating only the measurable parts as real. The 

moment you chop reality up, the relations disappear. And the most important 

element of the reality, the relationship, is no more there. You cannot ever 

measure relations (Shiva, 2000: 1 7). 

Social Work's Struggle to Become a Recognised Profession . 
In order to staff the emerging welfare states with scientifically trained 

practitioners, schools of social work - often closely tied to religious bodies (1998: 1 O), 

came into being throughout the Western world, from the late eighteen-hundreds on. 

The 'world's first real school of social work" - the Amsterdam Social Academy - 
opened in 1889 as a two-year program (Kendall, 1998: 17), and was soon followed 

by other social work programs in Berlin, London, and New York (Guzzetta, 1996: 

301). 'By 1910, there were fourteen schools in five countries. By 1920, the 

movement had spread to Latin America, where the first school was established in 

Santiago, Chile" (Kendall, 1998: 28). 

Each country developed a unique emphasis specific to its cultural context, as 

Kendall affirms: 'social work education, almost more than any other professional 

discipline, reflects national character and must respond to national needs" (1 998: 28). 

While the professional approach came to be dominant in England, in the other 

European countries the vocational approach was often more prominent (Gunetta, 

1996: 301). In Sweden the focus was on public administration, in Germany social 

pedagogy, and in France public health (Midgley, 1981). Generally, the American 

approach to social work tended to be more individual- therapeutic change focused, 

and the European approaches more environment focused (Ramsay, 1998: 10). In 

Canada and Japan, social work largely followed the trends of the United States, 

which focussed on the professional model. 

Across Western nations, in the absence of its own distinct 'theory base', the 

emerging discipline of social work tended to borrow heavily from the social sciences - 
which were founded upon modernist assumptions about ontology of human society 

and human suffering, epistemology of knowledge, and methodology for linking the 

two. The social sciences tended to be dominated by a positivism which sought to 

emulate the 'hard sciences' -regarded as the most scientifically rigorous (Toulmin, 
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1998), and contained a considerable gender bias. 

Despite all its efforts to build a 'solid' theory base, external recognition of the 

'legitimacy' of social work as a profession did not come without struggle. In 191 5, 

Abraham Flexner - one of North America's most influential 'experts' on professional 

education, charged that sacial work was not qualified to be a profession. He based 

his assessment on the following charges; 1) its primary (and unique) foclis on 

relationships instead of material entities; 2) its lack of independent specialisations; 

and 3) its lack of scientific objestiivity (Austin, 199\83, as quoted by Ramsay, 1998: 9). 

Following this initial exclusion, many social workers worked hard to prove their 

profession to the staunch positivist camp that initially excluded them. Clinical social 

workers developed scientific, techniquebased methods of social casework, while 

'macro social work' pratiioners developed community organisation methods 'of 

scientific explanation and prediction" (Ramsay, 1998: 11). In seeking legitimacy and 

validation from the more established professions of medicine and psychology, social 

work predominantly came to focus on the clinical model - in which human or social 

problems were seen as technical problems to be solved by experts on an individual 

basis (McKnight, 1977). In this model the roles of 'helper' and 'client' are 

dichotomised, and 'the client is necessarily understood and processed as a set of 

manageable parts, each with its own service mechanic" (McKnight, 1981: 81). Value 

is placed on concepts of neutrality, objectivity, and non-involvement with client. 

(Ironically, despite its careful emulation, social work remained low status among its 

sibling professions- in part due to the predominant female gender of its practitioners). 

Despite critiques of the professional model, it was seen as the best means to 

ensure standards and accountability, to protect 'clients' from arbitrary biases of 

philanthropic individuals performing charity, to replace paternalism and subjectivity 

with objective and fair senrice provision. As lsmael asserts, "the most dependable 

standard of quality available to assess service provision is the professional 

qualifications of the providers" (Ismael, 1988: 7). As well, the professionalisation of 

social work gives clients legal recourse. 

While this transition served to strengthen the political voice of social workers 

and helped to build broader recognition and valuing of social work activities, this 

model also had many criticisms. mA~editat ion has not assured us quality in training, 

and licensing has not ensured it in practicen ~ ~ l l i a m s ,  1993: 60). In reality, 
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professionalism does not protect dients fmm unfair treatment, partiwlarised and 

arbitrary (often racist) biases of social workers, and does not ensure services free 

from paternalism. the tension between supporting the needs of those served and 

those doing the sewing, implicit within the professionalisation of social work, is 

reflective of the mixed interests of all humanitarian endeavours. This is not to say that 

the provision of respectful care grounded in a systemic analysis cannot occur within 

the professional model, but that the model contains within it many factors which work 

against emancipatory practice. 

The professionalisation of social work illustrates how social work grew up and 

found its 'niche' in modernity, and as such ?he profession has been heavily 

influenced by the 'bias' of modernity" (Coates: 2000: 2). From the modernist beliefs 

and values, 'the major theoretical perspectives within social work (Personal 

Deficiency. Ecological and Political Economy- Coates, 1991 ) incorporate a basic 

acceptance of the growth oriented, acquisitive, dualistic and anthropocentric bias of 

modernity"(Coates, 2000: 1). For example, Kendall states that social work emerged 

as 

"an educational discipline that seeks the best possible ways in all of our 

societies to release human potential for growth and change, to improve social 

conditions, and to remove roadblocks, whether social, cultural, or psychological, 

to progress toward a better life. . . toward the ultimate goal which all of us share- 

the goal of a better society in which concern for the unique value of the 

individual merges with collective efforts to provide for all of humankind the 

highest attainable measure of social and economic development and personal 

well-being" (Kendall, 1998: 31 -32- emphasis added). 

Social work's embeddedness in modernism can also be reflected in some of the 

struggles the profession has encountered: for example, the emphasis on 

competencies rather than values; the emphasis on technology rather than mission' 

and the search for a unified method.' (Ibid., 2000: 2). 

As a product of its time, social work's theory base was mostly derived from the 

thought of one race, class, gender and cultural eta. Social work replicated the 

normative and apolitical male-definetd theories of human development, nature of 

society, research, and various socio-psycho pathologies. Freud's psychoanalytic 

model, Erikson's concrete stages of development, and Weber's model of 
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bureaucracy are examples of such theories which have had considerable influence 

upon social work's theory base. In its focus on normative and scientifically validated 

theories of human and societal development, a dass analysis, or political 

'conscientization' were not compatible. 

Interestingly, despite the male, modernist bias of much of the theory base social 

work inherited, as an emerging profession it was unique among its sister disciplines 

in its strong female founders and theorists. From its beginning to present, social work 

has been mostly practised by (mostly white middle class) women. For example, Alice 

Solomon, pioneer in social work in Germany, and later in international social work, 

began her career at the age of 21 when she received a letter calling on 'young 

women of the well-to-do classes" to 'devote themselves to social work" (Kendall, 

1998: 9). Dr. Younghusband- another founder of the profession - stated that 'social 

workers, like cats, are traditionally feminine" (Kendall, 1 998: 31). In addressing the 

female dominance of the profession, it was obsenred that 'Generally speaking 

women are much more concrete in fulfilling their duties and satisfied in doing their 

work with their feminine devotionn (Ibid.). Across the different contexts, social work 

remained highly gendered, and as such lower in pay and profile compared to the 

male dominated professions such as medicine and law (Rossides, 1998: 170). 

As social work expanded and specialised, it strengthened its position within the 

various social welfare systems, while strengthening the systems as a whole. For 

example, in her overview of social work in Canada, lsmael states that 'as a 

professional body heavily concentrated in public sector services, social work has 

played a central role in Canada in promoting the assumption of public responsibility 

for provision to the needy" (1988: 8). 

Competing Ideologies Wrthin the Early Development of Social Work 

'The history of social-wok education and practice is, in part, a history of massive 

ideological distodion. " (Leonard, 7 975: 46). 

Kendall observes that 'Yhe dilemma of ideologies and their place in professional 

education" has appeared throughout the history of the profession (1998: 25). 

Conflicting ideologies underpinning social work theory and practice have often lead to 
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incongruence between systems that support, and systems that panalise individuals. 

In failing to articulate a dear and consistent ideological position, Mullaly observes that 

social work by default has largely accepted mainstream definitions and explanations 

of social problems stemming from prevailing dominant neoliberal Western ideologies 

(1993: 45). Even today the stated core values, code of ethics, and pradice 

paradigms of the social work discourse reflect these implidt underlying (and mostly 

unaddressed) ideological conflicts. (In Western social work cumcula, ideology is 

typically under-emphasised in relation to methodology). 

Insofar as social work has been exclusively defined as a professional discipline 

occurring within industrialised countries, Midgley asserts that "the most frequently 

identified sources of ideas and innovations [within social work] are Great Britain and 

the United States" (1992: 23). (Kendall notes that the US has tended to dominate in 

terms of practice models and the UK in terms of theoretical models (1998: 29)). As a 

reflection of the subsequent UK and later US domination of the profession, the 'history 

of social work', have tended to be narrowly defined- despite the diversity of models 

developed across the different industnalising countries. 

However, even by confining our study to this narrowly defined history of social 

work, the ideological tension in the 'dual tradition of both charity and social reform' 

(Ramsay, 1998: 9) can be identified and explored as a dominant theme in the early 

development of social work education and practice. While this ideological tension has 

resulted in a range of social work functions from social control to emancipatory, in 

both the US and England, the model of social work which rose to predominance was 

typified by the professional model based on a conformist ideology. This model was 

directly tied to a neo-liberal ideology in which poverty and social breakdown are seen 

as the fault (and responsibility) of individuals, (rather than unintended though 

inevitable by-products of larger economic structures). 

At the turn of the century in England the ideological tension was particularly 

strong between the social reform and individualist (charity) camps, with the latter 

slowly gaining ascendancy over time. Those who sought to deal with the problems of 

poverty and inequality through collective action and social reform were often labelled 

as subversive and were suppressed by the state. Conversely, those who framed 

social problems as individual pathology requiring professional rehabilitation, charity, 
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and case work came to shape and control the nature, scope, and function of the 

modem profession of social work (Bailey & Brake, 1975). 

Similarly, right from the beginnings of US social work, a tension was apparent 

between those advocating a model of 'managing' poverty, and those advocating a 

model for fundamentally eradicating poverty. As an example of the broad analysis 

expoused by the latter camp, coming from a background in the social settlement 

movement, Jane Adams asserted that no less than world peace and disarmament 

were suitable goals for social work (Garber, 1997: 160). Though initially a strong 

voice, those seeking to address the root structures of poverty, inequality, and the 

state's role in these problems, became increasingly marginalized from the 

professional model of social work which came to dominate. Mary Richmond was 

among those who fett that 'good intentions and common sense, while undoubtedly of 

great value, should not serve as a substitute for trained minds in charity work" 

(Kendall, 1998: 28). 

The dominance of professional paradigm within social work can be seen as a 

reflection of the broader shift globally to a unipolar world in which US hegemony 

extended politically, ideologically, and economically. By mid twentieth century, the US 

model came to predominate over the broad diversity of social work models that had 

developed across the Western world. In this model, facts of poverty and human 

suffering were interpreted through the lens of American values and beliefs, as 

Nagpaul describes, 

US social work education is a product of American history and culture which has 

been dominated by such ideologies as capitalism, Social Darwinism, the 

Protestant Ethic and individualism. These ideologies tend to emphasise the 

individual's responsibility in shaping his [sic] own welfare, and the public 

responsibility comes in only when the individual fails to make a satisfactory 

adjustment to the established cultural patterns of life. (Nagpaul, 1993: 214). 

Criticisms of the charity model of service delivery -on which the professional 

model is based - have been multiple. For example, in the charity model 

disproportionate focus is placed on the symptoms (the poor and powerless) rather 

than the structures which enforce and exacerbate inequalities (the rich and powerful), 

which leads to a predominantly apolitical orientation. The ideology behind the charity 

model focuses on individual deficiencies which are interpreted as lack of conformity to 
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the dominant structures and systems. Core social work skills of 'interpersonal 

communications skills, networking, group dynamics, and community analysis . . .have 

often been narrowly focused, . . . primarily within traditional remedial frameworko 

(casework. group work, community organisation) with an absence of a critical 

structural analysis (Wilson (L Whitmom. 2000: 134). Social adion, social movements. 

grassroots community advocacy, and interdisciplinary links are thus under- 

emphasised. 

As concerned with functioning within the state, the professional model is reluctant 

to challenge the state, and as such its fundion is more of social control than social 

change. As Jones states, because the (dominant social work paradigm) concentrates 

on the individual and adjustment to society. it is also charged with being manipulative 

and supportive of an often unjust status quo as against social reform (1990: 190). 

Paternalism - doing for rather than doing with; and increasing the dependence of 

'beneficiaries' upon external services, professional individuals and institutions are 

related critiques. Harsher charges of parasitism- making a living off the backs of the 

poor - have also been levied against this model. 

B. INTERNAT'IONAL SPREAD OF THE DOMINANT (US) SOCIAL WORK MODEL 

THROUGH THE DEVELOPMENT DECADES 

The industrial revolution - which gave rise to social work, secured the position of 

economic and ideological dominance of Western countries over the continents from 

which wealth had been siphoned during the previous centuries. Rather than due to 

some inherent intellectual superiority of European people, the industrial 

transformation was made possible through what Uruguayan historian Eduardo 

Galeano describes as a 'massive haemorrhaging" of wealth over three centuries, 

from South America, Africa, and Asia to the European colonial powers (Galeano, 

1 97 3). As Graveline elaborates, 

White society - Westernism - did not rise to prominence because of its inherent 

superiority, as White historians, philosophers and authors . . . would like us to 

believe. Their success was built on the backs of Indigenous peoples who have 

been robbed of their lands, their resources and their labour. (1 998: 11 3) 

Besides the establishment of a welfare state, the unintended by-products of the 

industrial revolution - urban poverty and unemployment, were dealt with in part 'by 
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cdonising (militarily) weaker peoples and sending surplus populations M as 

migrants to less populated lands" (Kolten. 1995: 13). 'For the new capitalism that 

wished to oversee the materialistic and impersonal marketplace and to develop and 

exploit the new-found colonial territories, the underlying principles of the scientific 

ideology were obviously ideal" (Sale, 1 991 : 1 9). 

In both colonised and colortising nations, whole societies were profoundly 

disrupted by these changes. Ironically, while Western thought was experiencing an 

enlightenment and even revolution within its own cultures, it was also practising 

genocide through colonialism" (Todd, 1992: 73-74, as quoted by Graveline, 1998: 26). 

This dynamic was predicated upon the five previous centuries of colonial looting and 

siphoning of both human and material wealth, which had positioned Western nation- 

states as politically, economically, and ideologically dominant internationally 

(Galeano, 1973). As Chomsky explains, during the Colombian era, the South was 

assigned a service role: to provide resources, cheap labour, markets, opportunities for 

investment and for the export of pollution. (Chomsky, 1 993: 142). 

Perpetuating the domination of the South by the North, the colonial imperialism 

which had fuelled the industrial revolution in Europe, was followed in the twentieth 

century with new forms of intellectual, economic and political imperialism. Said 

defines imperialism as 'the practice, the theory and the attitudes of a dominating 

metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory", and colonialism as 'almost always a 

consequence of imperialism . . . the implanting of settlements on a distant territoryn 

(1 993: 9). 

Economic and political colonisation by Western powers of Asia, Africa and Latin 

America laid the foundation for intellectual colonisation in which Western modernist 

scientific knowledge systems displaced previously established local, popular and 

indigenous knowledge systems. Intellectual colonisation was in turn directly linked to 

the imperialism of aid of the 'development decades' -through which local expertise 

was dismissed and Western knowledge reified. In social work, through professional 

impefialism, modem institutional models of social care replaced the tremendous 

diversity of traditional models of social care. Through political, economic, and 

ideological structures, these forces all sewed together to re-enforce Western 

(padiculady US) global ideological and political hegemony and perpetuate the 
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exploitation of the South by the North. Vandana Shiva elaborates on these 

interconnections; 

The knowledge and power nexus is inherent in the dominant system because, as 

a conmptual ftamework, it is associated with a set of values based on power 

which emerged with the rise of commercial capitalism. It generates inequalities 

and domination by the way such knowledge is generated and structured, the way 

it is legitimised and alternatives are delqitimised, and by the way in which such 

knowledge transforms nature and society. (Shiva, 1993: 10). 

Emergence of the Discourse of Development 

On January 20,1949, President Truman made a speech in which he stated, 

More than half the people of the world are living in conditions approaching 

misery. . . their economic life is primitive and stagnant. Their poverty is a 

handicap and a threat both to them and to more prosperous areas. . . I believe 

we should make available to peace-loving peoples the benefits of our store of 

technical knowledge in order to help them realise their aspirations for a better 

life.' 

Through Truman's speech, a 'fictitious unity" was imposed upon nations 'that 

were widely separated in every sense- geographically, culturally, economically, and 

politically. The idea that they had something fundamental in common derived directly 

from the fact that they all came to be seen as eminently 'aidable' (Hancock, 1989: 69). 

Through the created constructs of 'development', 'underdevelopment' and 'The Third 

World' the ideology of international aid was born. Describing the experience receiving 

the label of 'underdeveloped' in Truman's speech, Esteva declares 'I was only 13 

years old when 1 got underdevelopment, that illusion, that kind of sickness". 

"At that precise moment. . . four fifths of the peoples of the world were pushed 

into a humiliating and undignified condition. For them, for us, development 

meant having to start transporting ourselves, like cattle, on a road that others 

know better. to launch ourselves towards goals that others have reached; to race 

up following a one-way street" (Esteva, 1994: 3) . 

as quoted by Hancock, 1989: 60 
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Mirroring the process that had occurred during the previous era of colonial 

imperialism, through the naming done by (distant) powerfbl (white) men, the world 

was again carved up into arb'ltrary boundaries. Lord Bauer describes how "the 

concept of the Third World or the South and the policy of official aid are inseparable . . 
. the Third Wow is the creation of foreign aid: without foreign aid there is no Third 

Worldn (as quoted by Hancock, 1989: 69). 

Following Truman's speech, development came to define the agenda of the 

United Nations (UN), which had been established in 1945 with the goal of addressing 

the huge human disruptions caused by the second World War and consolidating 

peace. By the late forties, the UN and the multilateral bodies of the World Bank and 

the International Monetary Fund (originally established to *lay the foundations for an 

open and stable monetary system for the post-war world"), came to shift their efforts 

from post-war reconstruction to international development (Hancock, 1989: 68). 

Through the five 'development decades' of the second half of the twentieth century, a 

new 'imperialism of aid' (Maskey, 1997) came to define North-South relations. The 

development decades were characterised by a crucible of mixed motives and 

agendas including altruism, ethnocentrism, paternalism, and the US' need to secure 

economic and ideological control internationally. 

Professional lmperlalism of Social Work Tied to the New Imperialism of Aid 

=the rich countries should feel obliged to train their own countrymen acd women 

for the helping professions- physicians, nurses and social workem- to enable 

them to serve in the poor countries, but that they should not lure scientists, 

doctors, nurses and social wo&ers from the poor countries to the industrial 

nations because that will depn've them of badly needed professional skills" 

(Friedlander, 1975: 200). 

The international dissemination of Western social work mirrored the larger, 

unidirectional spread to the rest of the world of Western knowledge systems during 

the 19" and 20" centuries. Under the banner of international development, social 

work, along with other Western models (economic, political, agricultural, health, and 

educational) and technologies, was transplanted to the emerging post-colonial nation 
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states in Asia, Africa and Latin America. Graveline asserts that 'education has 

classically and cdonially bemn one tool by which industrial forms of consciousness 

were and are expanded beyond the dominant elites to include most others" (1998: 

27). 

Hartman describes how across all domains, the privileging of the methods of 

Western science and unitary knowledge led to the subjugation of previously 

established local, popular, oral, women's and indigenous knowledge systems around 

the world (1992: 483). Vandana Shiva, leading Indian physicist, feminist, and social 

activist elaborates; 

The western systems of knowledge have generally been viewed as universal. 

However, the dominant system is also a local system, with its social basis in a 

particular culture, class and gender. It is not universal in an epistemological 

sense. It is merely the globalised version of a very local and parochial tradition. 

Emerging from a dominating and colonising culture, modem knowledge systems 

are themselves colonising . (Shiva, 1 993: 9). 

Shifting ftom a parochial tradition, to a 'global unitary knowledge system', the 

dominant model of social work (based on the linear, concrete and rational science of 

the modernist paradigm) was upheld as universally relevant and valid, and came to 

be disseminated globally. As Midgley describes, 

'professional schools of social work comparable to those which existed in Britain 

and the United States, came into being after independence [in the former 

colonies] and this was due largely to the efforts of the international development 

agencies aided by private organisations and western schools of social work" 

(Midgley, 981 : 57). 

With 'its many commissions and allied agencies", the United Nations (UN) 

played a key role in the dissemination of the US model of social work to other 

countries (Nagpaul, 1993: 216). The UN encouraged and in many cases, sponsored 

the development of social work education in the so-called developing countries and 

advocated that universities which provided an academic training of several years' 

duration, be established. The UN was the propelling force behind [the ascendancy of 

the American casework model], which were propagated and put into effect through 

seminars, technical assistance, and exchange schemes" (I bid. : 1 6). 

In 1951, following a survey done by the UN to determine the extent of the need 
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for social work education throughout the world, the United Nations Social 
Commission and the UN Social and Economic Council passed a resolution declaring 

?hat social work should in principle be a prof885ional fundion performed by men and 

women who have received professional training' (Kendall, 1998: 15). And thus 

social work became formally recognised as an international profession (Midgley, 

1981: 57). 

'Allied agencies' of the UN (the NGO sector) similarly played a significant role in 

promoting US social work education, as Nagpaul describes; 

'many intemational nongovernmental and voluntary social welfare agencies 

which are mainly financed and controlled by US social work interests have been 

responsible for promoting the influence of US social work directly or indirectly 

throughout the world" (Nagpaul, 1993: 21 7) 

Without significant modification, the American social work model was imposed 

upon the widely diverse nations in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, each with unique 

world-views, political, societal and cultural contexts. In this unilateral transfer, there 

was no recognition of the diverse pre-existing methods of social care developed over 

centuries from unique cultural, social and ecological contexts, let alone any 

consideration to adapt US social work cumcula to the cultural- specific contexts of 

other countries. As Kendall comments, "there was no one to gainsay them in 

countries where social work, if it existed at all, was the prerogative of a leisure class 

intent on performing what it regarded as its moral obligations to the poor" (1998: 23). 

When the UN conducted formal surveys of social work training, it repeatedly 

found a 'limited applicability of the US model" and suggested the 'need to promote 

indigenous methods, curricula and study materialw (Nagpaul, Ibid.). Despite such 

official acknowledgements however, Nagpaul notes that "most of the UN 

publications and personnel have tacitly assumed all along that the US social work 

philosophy is somewhat superior, and that principles and methods of US social work 

provide the only model which has universal applicability.' (Ibid.). 

It would seem ridiculous to hold up as an ideal for the rest of the world to 

emulate, a model specific to a particular historical, cultural and ideological context - 
that has not been particularly effective at meeting its stated goals in its own context. 

However, due to its locus in power structures, this is exactly what happened with the 

global propagation of the US social work model. As Midgley describes, 
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In spite of economic, social and cultural diierenws bdween the industrial and 

developing countries, fw Westerners] questioned the retlevance of these 

approaches to the Third World or attempted to provide courses which were 

suited to local needs or conditions (Midgley.1981: 60) 

Underpinning ptdessional imperialism of social work was the ethnocentric belief 

'that social welfare services in the Third World would develop and conform eventually 

to western standards" (Midgley, 1981: 57). Implicit in this assumption was the belief 

that the locus of knowledge was the West, and that 'other' countries had no 

knowledge or expertise, and were incapable of developing their own models. Under 

social work's globalizing drive, the diversity of forms of social care, unique to their 

specific cultural contexts, were silenced, devalued, displaced, ignored, made 

invisible, and disqualified as 'beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity" 

(Foucault, 1980: 82). The following excerpts demonstrate this thinly veiled racist 

ideology; 

In view of 'the special nature of the problems presented by underdevelopment, 

little will be lost by those countries in the Third World which use them for the 

training of their social workers - at least until there is enough local expertise to 

make their own courses viable.' (Jones, 1990: 194). 

'The alternative of local training, in countries where the methods of social work 

in use are still not very advanced, might well prove to be a case of the 'blind 

leading the blind'n(Fnedlander, 1975: xx). 

Like the broader development drive, the professional imperialism of social work 

was often closely tied to US foreign policy objectives. In Latin America, the Alliance 

for Progress- John F. Kennedy's initiative to counter the 'communist threat' from the 

success of Cuba's socialist model - was an excellent example of the political interests 

underpinning the spread of social work. While ostensibly established to support the 

social and economic development of the region, the Alliance was simply a cover for 

'militarisation of the area, an instrument of foreign political intervention, and a 

mechanism for increasing Latin American dependence on the US economy and its 

multinational corporations' (Catty 8 Smith 1981:64). As part of the Alliance's attempt 

to prevent leftist alternatives from gaining force, the US invested heavily in 

establishing schools of social work in the region (Wilson. !992). As Camoy (1974: 3) 
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observes 'The imperial powers attempted, through schooling. to train the colonised 

for roles that suited the cdoniser (as quoted by Graveline, 1998: 27). 

Wit)l support from such powerful political interests, by the end of World War 11, 

the American approach to social work came to prevail internationally; 'at least in 

most of the countries in receipt of US aid' (Guzetta, 1996: 302). By the early 1970s 

there were regional social work assodations for Latin ~rnerica'~(1964). Africa (1971), 

Asia and Pacific (1974). and Scandinavia (Kendall, 1998: 22). While thousands of 

social workers fram around the world were sent to the US to receive their training, 

American social work educators and consultants were being found in all parts of the 

world (Nagpaul, 1 993). 

With the growth of English as the language of international currency, and with 

the emergence of the US as a world power, 'by the mid f 980s American social work 

hegemony was virtually completen. By the end of the twentieth century social work 

had a formal presence in 100 of the 176 UN member countries (Garber, 1997: 164). 

From just a few at the beginning of the century, schools of social work education had 

reached more than 1,600 around the world by the end of the century (Garber, 1997: 

159). A comprehensive census of educational programs in social work, conducted 

under IASSW aegis, released in 2000, found a 'reassuring convergence' between 

social work curricula around the world (Garber, 2000). 

Ironically, in seeking to strengthen its professional standing globafly, by 

suppressing rather than recognising indigenous forms of social care as important 

contributions to social work knowledge, the profession of social work has actually 

been weakened rather than strengthened. Just as mono-cropping has wiped out a 

diversity of indigenous plant strains and thus made vulnerable huge tracts of land- 

requiring more intensive and speciafised input, so too has the hegemony of the 

Western model of social work weakened the strength and diversity of so many 

traditional social care systems. 

The loss of traditional models of social care through the professional 

imperialism of social work, is directly tied to the broader globalizing project of the 

Westemisationl homogenisation of the world. It is inseparable from the alarming loss 

of numerous forms of culture expression- language, music, stories and myths, as well 

as plant and animal species. As a 'monoculture of the mind' (Vandana Shiva, 1993), 
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social work depends upon large infrastructure to maintain it. This makes it 

precariously positioned at the turn of the century, vulnerable to cultural, social, 

ideological and economic shifts in the broader international environment in which it is 

practised. 

Lack of Fit and Resistance to the Dominant Model 

#US social work education is highly ethnocentric, and its essential elements are 

inappropriate and irrelevant for India and other developing societies where not 

only social structures and social problems are difhmnt but even human needs, 

beliefs, myths, values, traditions, goals, mles and the aspirations of people are 

so divergent that new strategies and solutions need to be developed." - 
Nagpaul, 1993: 2 15 

To the extent that models are congruent with the ideological and cultural 

context from which they arise, integrate local knowledge and traditional structures, 

and address locally defined needs, they have the greatest chance of being effective 

in reaching their goals. Conversely, the imposition of a dominant model as a unitary 

knowledge system, is likely to be incongruent with the context upon which it is 

imposed, and to have limited effectiveness and applicability. 

Emerging to challenge the modernist beliefs in unitary knowledge systems, 

were the postmodemists and post-colonial thinkers (many using the same arguments 

although not necessarily citing postmodern theory base). Esteva and Prakash 

describe how - separate from the 'learned' postmodernists - ordinary people in the 

South have been deconstructing dominant discourses for centuries. At the core of 

this thinking is the doubt of "the ability of thinkers ftom the West either to understand 

the world or to prescribe solutions for it" (Parpart & Marchand, 1995: 2). Among the 

many Enlightenment beliefs criticised is We canon that science, which is neutral in 

its methods and contents but socially beneficial in its results, is the paradigm for all 

true knowledge" (Saulnier, 1 996: 1 31). 

Just because the US model was broadly exported, does not mean that it was 

broadly accepted. Friere states that "there is no colonial intervention that does not 

provoke a reaction from the people about to be colonised" (1985: 183). Resistance 
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to the Western model made itsetf felt in various forms around the world- in contexts 

as diverse as urban Hong Kong, rural Ghana or even northern Canada. Especially in 

countries where the majority of the population is living in poverty, many governments 

have questioned - with good cause, the suitability of the formal Western model of 
social service systems delivered by professional social workers. The professional 

model - based on individual 'treatment' - requires intensive capital invested in formal 

training facilities, professon. accreditation, etc. 

Chitereka states that Western individualism - upon which social work is based, 

was alien to the Afn'can culture (1999: 7). Similarly, Gore records how in lndia the 

idea of professional social work was initially considered a foreign import 'and an 

unwelcome one at that" (1997: 447). Prasad and Vijayalakshmi describe how "the 

micro-based practice model adopted in the lndian context has led to inappropriately 

designed field education programs producing students unsuited to meet the 

developmental need of the lndian society" (1997: 65). Mandal, (1989) states that 

"social work education in lndia has become irrelevant to the needs of lndian society, 

because what is needed in lndian society is a primarily preventive and macro based 

social work" (as cited by Nagpaul, 1 993: 21 7). 

In other countries in Asia a similar sense of 'incongruence' and search for 

culturally congruent models was expressed. For example, Yan describes how social 

work- predicated on 'instiiionalised individualism' - was inappropriate for the cultural 

context of Chinese society (2000: 6). Speaking from the context of Japan, Nakamura 

(1980) describes the struggle to resist the dominant model; 

Since the Allied occupation, efforts have been made to establish an indigenous 

system based on Japan's own social practices; however, the U.S. model of 

social work, particularly that of social casework, has continued to have a strong 

influence on the development of social work in Japan. (cited by Matsubara 4992: 

86) 
Kendall records how, in the 1970s, international gatherings of social workers 

were heated in the expressed anti-Western and particularly anti-American sentiments 

by participants from Southern countries, of consultations and domination of the 

profession. At these gatherings then was widespread dissatisfaction with 'what was 

perceived as the narrow, status quo focus of social work educationn as it had been 

delivered ftom 'on highV(l998: 23). 'The casework model that was so cherished and 
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pursued in an earlier period became castigated as the great obstacle to progress 

toward a more mature and relevant professions (Ibid.: 24). As a result, at the 

Eleventh International Congress of Schools of Social Work, held in Brazil in 1962, the 

focus of the discussion was shifting from casework "to social change, social 

development, and community work as the most pressing challenges to social work 

and social work education" (Kendall, 1998: 19). 

Wnh minimum social services budgets (often dictated by the Structural 

Adjustment Policies of the World Bank), governments must carefully consider what is 

the most suitable or effective model for supporting national 'social development' and 

responding to urgent social needs. Many looked to other models of addressing 

social problems by instating policies toward more equitable redistribution of wealth, 

or reinforcing existing community support systems which are deeply embedded in the 

culture already. Examples of such experiments (just from Asia) include Sri Lanka's 

Sarvodaya Shramadana movement, Bangladesh's Grameen Bank and co- 

operatives, the Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP) movement. 

The Response; Alternative Social Work Models 

While it may be true that a 'belief in such simple notions as respect for human 

worth and dignity and the right of every person to a decent life in a decent societyn 

unites social workers around the world (Kendall. 1998: 26), this is not to say that all 

social workers are unitsd in a singular common practice framework. Around the 

world, 'new' models have been developed in response to the imposition of a model 

which did not fit. 

In India various innovative models of social work have been developed in 

response to the 'lack of ff experienced with the Western model. Pathak describes 

the development of the Gandhian model of social work which was 'significantly 

different from both the papular and professional conceptions of social work which 

was relief work" (1997: 166). The Gandhian social workers, who were influenced by 

the ideas of Mahatma Gandhi, Vinoba Bhav6 and Jayaprakash Narayan 'have used 

a broader, and in many respects, distinctively different concept of social work" (1997: 

166). The main focus of this model of social work is the development of rural 

communities that have traditionally been exploited, and to engage in liberation work 
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(MuMi Karya). Pathak underlines the underlying philosophy of Gandhian social 

workers: 

'It was radical in terms of ideology and the goal of exploitation-flee, egalitarian, 

self-governing, self-reliant rural comrnunibies. It was also developmental in its 

orientation with its focus on the upliftment or progress of the entire community, 

with special emphasis on the weakest population' (Ibid.). 

Similarly, social work educators from Thammasat University in Bangkok, 

Thailand, are currently pioneering innovative approaches to social work tailored to 

the unique context of Lao society. Having recently joined ASEAN, Lao has adopted 

a western welfare system which requires the introduction of social work, but of 

course creative adaptation is required to indigenise curricula and methods 

(Sungkawan, D. et al., 2000). 

Billups (1994: 95) notes in many Latin American countries, "the primary social 

work goal, different from many conventional practice approaches, is one of 

stimulating, facilitating and maximising emergence of leadership from the community 

itself, rather than attending primarily to practitioner-controlled counselling and 

therapeutic activities (Prigoff, 1992: 67- put in bib)". Wilson and Whitmore (2000) 

describe the focus of social work in Latin America as acompafiiento -'accompanying 

the process' of social transformation- In this understanding of social work, people's 

movements are seen as a primary vehicle for social change and the social worker is 

seen as assisting rather than directing this process. 

In Nicaragua, following the Sandinista revolution, social work education was 

reconfigured to meet its new mission statement to produce graduates "prepared to 

facilitate the democratic process of popular participation in the structural changes 

required to achieve a more just and egalitarian society" (Ibid.). (Previously, the 

function of social work was cynically viewed as mediating between the social classes, 

'contributing to the perpetuation of the old regime' (Wilson & Whitmore, 2000: 106)). 

Borrowing from Freire's work, the overriding mission of social workers was to serve 

the process of social transformation, and to enhance 'the organised participation of 

the people in the development of the society. . .as the practice of popular democracyn 

(I bid.). 

Similarly, in Chile, 'They rejected foreign influences and questioned the critical 

application of professional models generated in other contexts and cultures. Thus, 
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new forms of professional action, borne of practical experience, were developed, 

and a new professional identity within the Latin American context of "reality" was 

sought (JimCnez & Aylwin, 1992: 32). Thus. social work in Chile became defined as 

one of two basic roles: informal social educator and implementer of social policy, with 

the educational role being the more important of the two (1992:34). At the 

community level social workers train and organise organic intellectuals "by assisting 

them to take an active and responsible role in the process of social development" 

(Ibid.). In popular education, a social worker's role is to help illuminate issues coming 

from the people they work with, and to incorporate a structural analysis and deep 

respect for people's knowledge. Paulo Freire's ideas of adult education as a tool for 

raising political consciousness heavily influence this model. 

C. EMERGENCE OF ISW AS A DISCOURSE BODY 

It is against the broader backdrop of professional imperialism during the post 

WWll decades of intemational development, that a new discourse of ISW began to 

emerge. In view if its increasing intemational presence, the birth of the concept of 

ISW was perhaps related to Western social work's recognition of its need to broaden 

its traditionally parochial focus beyond individual nation states; to adopt a more 

global perspective. This sentiment is expressed clearly by Katherine Kendall, one of 

the early proponents of ISW: 

If nationalism, regionalism, or parochialism is our only concem, social work 

education as an international force will become fragmented and impotent, and 

no one will benefit. It is my hope that we shall find creative and supportive ways 

to unite multiculturalism, nationalism, regionalism, and internationalism in a 

common cause and mutually beneficial endeavours (1 998: 26). 

Another impetus for the development of ISW was to create a forum for linking 

newly founded social work bodies around the world through exchanges. Other 

motives and dynamics behind the creation of ISW can be inferred as strengthening 

international recognition of the social work profession, defining a place of legitimacy 

within the UN and international humanitarian organisations, and consolidating the 

dominance of the professional model globally. Kendall states that 'Lingering doubts 

as to the professional nature of social work activity in many countries and a concern 

about status and prestige also encouraged a search for a common base or core of 
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knowledge and skib that could be ideMed anywhere in the world as social work' 

(1 998: 18-19). Midgley confirms; 'social work's development as a profession is a 

primary objective of intemationaf social work" (Midgley. t 992: 23). 

It has been noted that as early as the 1940s the term intemational social work 

(hereafter referred to as ISW) cane into circulation and was used to describe 

'professional social work practice in agencies engaged in intemational activities" 

(Hokenstad et al., 1992: 4). As it increased in circulation, the term was also used 'to 

specify the roles that social workers perform in different countries and to examine the 

similarities and differences in those roles" (Ibid.: 5). Thus in the earliest definitions of 

ISW we see the two dominant constructs of the ISW discourse as it has emerged 

since that time; as a cross-cultural comparative exchange, and as a direct practice 

activity within the domain of intemational humanitarian organisations. 

The construct of ISW as a cross-cultural comparative activity; an exchange or 

dialogue, is the definition ftom which the majority of the ISW texts (as contained in 

the Journal of lntemational Social Work) operate. The Journal itself can be seen to 

operate implicitly from the comparative definition of ISW, for rather than exploring the 

meaning of ISW directly, the vast majority of its articles examine theoretical and 

practice areas specific to individual countries1'. Interestingly, in the texts that actually 

define ISW, the construct of ISW as a direct social work practice activity within the 

domain of international humanitarian organisations is most common. 

The editors of ProMes in International Social Work emphasise the rise of 

international and regional professional social work associations as key to the 

development of ISW. Each has played a key role in building an ISW discourse and 

profile, white 'together, these bodies represent the interests of individuals and 

institutions concerned with social work, social welfare and development across the 

globe" (IFSW website). 

The International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW), established in 

1929, is an intemational community of schools and educators in social work, 

promoting quality education, training and research for the theory and practice of 

social work, administration of social services and formulation of social policies. 

- -- -- 

'I A c d ROM periodical search in June 1999 revealed only four articles published by the journal which 
specifically use ISW as a full word grouping in the titles. 
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International Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) -established in 1966*, is an 

international non+ovemmental organisation operating throughout the world for 

the cause of sea-al uuetfare, social justice and social development, working 

actively with the United Nations. The Secretariat is located in Montreal, Canada. 

International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) -established in 1956'~*, is a 

nongovernmental organisation with spedal consultative status to the United 

Nations' Economic and Social Council and UNICEF. It is also accredited to ILO, 

the Council of Europe and the European Commission. Via membership of 

professional associations andlor professional trade unions in 88 countries, IFSW 

represents almost 500,000 social workers throughout the world. 

Inter-University Consortium for International Social Development (IUCISD), has 

emerged 'on the margins' of these dominant bodies, as another organisation of 

practitioners, scholars and students in the human services which serves as a 

clearinghouse for information on international social development.. It was started 

in the 1970's by a group of social work educators to respond to pressing human 

concerns from an international, interdisciplinary perspective. The organisation 

seeks to develop conceptual frameworks and effective intervention strategies 

geared to influencing local, national and international systems. 

The Written Discourse Bodjt of ISW 

In 1958 the quarterly Journal of lntemational Social Work was initiated as a joint 

venture between the lnternational Conference of Social Work (ICSW) and the 

International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW). The journal was 

developed with the aim "to extend knowledge and promote communication in the 

fields of social development, social welfare and human servicesm(lawrence, 1996: 

359)". As the only journal specifically dedicated to ISW, this quarterly - published out 

of London -England, Thousand Oaks -United States, and New Delhi -India, has 

become the dominant written body of ISW. 

At the time of writing, only two ISW-specific volumes have been published. In 

1992, Hokenstad. Midgley. and Khinduka edited a volume entitled PProes in 

International Social Work. The comparative discussion of the organised profession as 

l 2  Both the ICSW and the IFSW were originally established in 1928 and then interrupted by World War II. 
l3 By 1960, the International Fedemtion d Sacial Worken (IFSW) had become the Journal's third sponsor 
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presented in this volume, is structured around topics of historical and societal 

context, development of social work, social work roles and functions, training for 

social work, current challenges and Mure trends. In this 207 page volume, chapters 

provide thirteen select country overviews of professional social work in Chile, Great 

Britain. Hungary, India. Japan. 'Asia's Four Little Dragons' (Hong Kong, Singapore. 

South Korea, and Taiwan), South Africa, Sweden, Uganda and the United States. 

Published in 1997 (with two of the same editors as the first ISW book), lssues in 

International Social Work appeared five years later. While the first volume operated 

implicitly from the comparative definition of ISW, the second operates more from the 

definition of ISW as international practice. lssues in lntemational Social Work 

explores the role for social work within the global context of social development, the 

environment, 'global greying', ethnic conflict, refugees, and the AIDS crisis. 

Complementary Discourse Bodies 

Complementing the Joumal of lntemational Social Work are t htee other 

English-medium journals that can be seen to overlap with and inform the ISW 

discourse. The IUClSD publishes the Social Development lssues - a social work 

based journal which "senres as a forum for achieving linkages between multiple 

disciplines, nations and cultures". This journal is written mainly from a social work 

and development perspective and has more of a transdisciplinary focus than the 

Joumal of lntemational Social Work. The lndian Joumal of Social Work focuses on 

social work and social issues in the Indian subcontinent, and the AMcan Joumal of 

Social Work - a co-production by the National Association of Social Workers of 

Zimbabwe and the IFSW, both contribute much to the comparative ISW discussion. 

The literature on intemational social welfare similarly overlaps with and informs 

the ISW discourse body. In 1975 Friedlander wrote International Social Welfare in 

which he identified global problems of health, drugs, refugees, environment, and 

'delinquency' as intemational social welfare issues and provided an overview of 

international humanitarian organisations, from the Red Cross to the Peace Corps to 

the UN. Although this work does not focus on international social work per se, it 

describes the domain in which such activities may occur, and is thus considered 

foundational to the ISW literature base. Similarly, the more recent publication of 

(Lawrence, f 096: 357). 
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International Social Welfam in a Changing Worn edited by lsmael, addresses the 

social welfare implications of increasing levels of human dispossession, large-scale 

catastrophes, and explores the international actors in social welfare- including the 

profession of social work. 

N8tUm of the ISW D ~ S C O U ~ ~  

As derived from the dominant model and consciousness of social work, ISW 

inherits many of the qualities, contradictions, and themes of its parent discipline. ISW 

inherits the struggle for self-definition and a commonly held shared meaning of what it 

is - a struggle that has continued to plague social work throughout its Western 

development and international dissemination. Like social work, ISW contains many 

paradoxes and contradictions due to its location within multiple and intersecting axes 

of power. ISW too exemplifies a complex mixture of high-minded and altruistic aims, 

as well as covert elements of control and exclusion. While both discourse bodies 

speak of challenging the oppression of marginalized people, they also speak of 

protecting professional privilege and self-interest. Like its parent, I SW is addressed to 

and from the centre of Western academe, and as is US-centric. 

In recognising the ISW discourse as a manifestation of the social and historical 

context from which it emerged, we can better understand the role it plays in 

perpetuating or challenging the structures and ideologies in which it is embedded. 

We can see the discourse of ISW as centrally positioned on various power axes, 

which include: a) epistemologicel; the dominance of modem Western scientific 

knowledge systems over previously established local, popular and indigenous 

knowledge systems; b) methodological; the dominance of Western professional 

models over traditional models of community care; c) politr'cal and historical; both 

within and between nations and d) ideo/ogical: the hegemonic dominance of the 

Western, and particularly American ideologies. Each of the above are inter-linking and 

mutually reinforcing in their function of dismissing and erasing previously established 

knowledge systems, and perpetuating Northern domination of the South. 

ISW discourse reflects the experiences of those from which it has been named 

- those from countries that are at the centre of power relations (epistemological, 

ideological, political, economic). In the comparative construct of ISW, the terms of 

inclusion are set by the US academics controlling the discussion. Thus, those who 
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participate in the ISW conversation must be a h  to communicate in their language 

and must also have social work status as validated by the ISW bodies (which are 

established on the US model). When ISW is defined as the application of social work 

skills to international development, it is implicitly the American model of both social 

work and development being referred to. Thus, despite the participation of voices 

from many countries around the world, insofar as the bulk of the ISW literature 

published this far comes from the US. and it is the dominant American model of 

social work from which the ISW discussion is derived, the ISW discourse can be 

seen to be US-centric. 

Chapter Summary 

If societies across time and space have been performing social care functions 

unique to their specific social and cultural contexts for centuries, the emergence of 

modem social work is only a recent and cufturally specific manifestation of a societal 

function that is as old as the human race. The professional model was developed 

from modernist thought and scientific positivism, and sought legitimacy and validation 

from its 'sibling' professions. Reflecting the ascendancy of the US globally, the 

model of social work that came to dominate the Western world by mid-twentieth 

century, was mostly focused on individual treatment within the functioning of the 

welfare state. While there have always been conflicting ideologies and practice 

paradigms within the social work tradition - from Mamist to rugged-individualism, as 

based on a neo-liberal ideology -the US model which came to dominate globally, was 

concerned more about fitting into existing structures than challenging them. 

The international spread of social work was tied to new forms of intellectual, 

economic and political colonisation which were predicated by the previous centuries 

of Western colonialism. Under the broad banner of 'intemational development', and 

the emergence of the US as a global power, Western knowledge systems displaced 

multiple pre-existing knowledge systems and forms of social care. Through the 

process of professional imperialism, the Western model of social work was 

transferred to post-colonial nations around the world with the support of the UN and 
intemational humanitarian organisations. 
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Against the background of the development decades, the construct of 

international social wwk (ISW) emerged gradually over the sacond half of the 

twentieth century. Two main conceptions of ISW developed; i) as a theoretical 

comparative study or exchange, and ii) as a practice specialisation in the field of 

intemational development. As a discourse body, ISW can be seen to reflect the 

complex and intersecting context of broader political and epistemological power 

relations from which it arose. Both constructions of ISW can be seen to implicitly 

operate from dominant discourses and ideologies of the context from which ISW is 

named. To date, the biases, assumptions, contradictions, and power relations 

underpinning the ISW discourse largely have not been addressed or challenged. In 

the following chapters each construct of ISW will be explored in greater depth 

according to critical theory's attention to power relationships and voice. 



CHAPTER IV: IS W AS A CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARA TlVE 

STUDY OF SOCIAL WORK PRACTEE 

"International social work . . . should focus on the profession and practice in 

different parts of the world, especiaIly the place of the otganised profession in 

different countries, the different rdes that social workers pedorm, the practice 

methods they use, the problems they deal with, and the many challenges they 

face " (Hokenstad et a/. , 1 995: 4). 

"international social work is. . .the transfer between countries of methods or 

knowledge about social work" (The Social Work Didionary, Barker, 1995: 794). 

"the term 'international social work' is now widely (although imprecisely) used to 

denote the exchanges that take place between social workem from ditFerent 

societies and cultures" (Midgley, 1990; 295). 

Despite its intemational dissemination, as a result of its close ties to individual 

nation state welfare systems, social work has tended to focus almost exciusively on 

the municipal, regional and national contexts in which it is practised (Elliot 1993, Hoff 

1997, Midgley 1997, Cox 1995, Williams d993). Wthin the dominant social work 

discourse there has typically been very l i e  attention paid to the larger global 

context, international linkages or cross-cultural comparisons. Even at the close of the 

century, the editors of the first ISW text remarked that 'social work remains a 

profession with a largely local orientation" (Hokenstad et al., 1992: I). They also 

observed that 'it is surprising that despite the growing involvement of social work in 

international activities, no systematic attempt has been made to examine the 

profession, its common characteristics and diverse forms, and the challenges it faces 

from an intemational perspective' (I bid., 1992: 3). 

It was partly in reaction to this need to broaden social work's perspective that 

the ISW discourse emerged. Particularly for American social work - which was 

notoriously inward focused - ISW presented a radical departure from the typically 

parochial orientation to social issues and concerns. So much was this exchange 
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function central to popular understanding of ISW that the terms 'comparative social 

work' and 'ISW have often been used interchangeably, leading to some confusion 

about the definition and distinction of both (Hokenstad et al., 1992). 

As a "wide variety of exchangesw the statd goals for ISW of dmpning 

understanding of human problems, enhancing theoretical knowledge, strengthening 

practice, and promoting professional development (Hokenstad et al., 1992), can be 

manifested in muttiple forms. These forms include intemational gatherings, individual 

exchanges (between students, teachers, practitioners or consubnts), exchanges 

between institutions or groups, and written texts. For example, in his article Training 

for intemational social w o k  initial experiences, Horncastle advocates practicum 

exchanges for social work students in order to learn how social work is practised in 

different countries. He asserts that 'knowledge of an alternative system will 

necessarily sharpen the 'esprit critique' and erode the familiar insular approach, 

provoking, hopefully, a more imaginative attitude to service delivery" (1 994: 309). 

As we saw in the previous chapter, the Journal of ISW forms the main source of 

written ISW discourse. Its website describes the role of the journal as follows, 

The journal places patticular emphasis on articles concerned with comparative 

analysis and cross-national research. In each issue you will find discussions and 

analyses of trends and issues in social welfare policy and social work practice, 

with a scope extending far beyond any single country. International Social Work 

will also provide you with timely thematic issues dedicated to specific 

intemational developments both in the developing and developed world. 

The construction of ISW as a cross-cultural comparative study or 'exchange' 

can also be seen to underpin the three main international social work professional 

bodies". Each of these bodies plays a specific role in the intemational arena and 

contain as a part of their function the exchange (and regulation) of professional social 

work practice around the world. Today, representing social work associations in 76 

countries, with more than 475 000 members, IFSW seeks Yo promote social work as 

a profession through international co-operation; to support national associations; to 

facilitate contact between social workers globally'. Similarly, the mandate of the 

lnternational Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) includes, 'information exchange and 

codperation across the many constituencies working in the area of social welfare". 
- - 

l4 International Federation of Sodal Workers (IFSW). the International Association of Schools of Social Work 
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AJl around the world today, thousands/ millions of people called social 

workers (variously named in various languages) struggle to combat the multiple 

manifestations of internationally linked structures that cause, peqmtuate, and 

exacerbate p o v w  and inequality. In view of the unidirectional transfer of knowledge 

that has thus far occurred, ISW can be a 'space' for the dominant model to dialogue 

with and learn from other (i.e.: non-western) models of social care. Such cross- 

cultural exchange can serve to deepen social work's analysis of international issues, 

broaden its identity, and provide diverse practice frameworks for creatively 

responding to the many challenges faced by social workers around the world. A truly 

international conversation would be informed by many voices from many parts of the 

world. If 'comparative analysis makes dialectical thought possiblen (Mohan, 1987: 

957), the broader the scope of voices, the more enriched the conversation- 

So to what extent is the ISW conversation a 'wide variety of exchanges' - 
reflective of the broad diversity of social work voices and models that exist in this 

world? If ISW is 'a transfer of knowledge' (Barker, 1995) or exchange, we can 

ask several questions about the nature and direction of this transfer. If social work 

exchanges - predicated upon previous centuries of professional imperialism, have 

thus far been typified as unidirectional transfers of knowledge and skills, is ISW 

different, and if so, how? Is ISW more about encouraging and fostering diversity or 

imposing conformity? When ISW as an exchange involves physical travel, who goes 

where- and under what auspices? If ISW conferences are a primary space for such 

exchanges, who is attending ISW conferences and where they are they held? What is 

the nature of the 'exchange' at such gatherings and whose expertise is most valued 

and whose is ignored and excluded? What are the implications of exclusion- for those 

who are included: for those excluded? 

A. ISW TEXTS AS THE WRI77EN EXPRESSION OF A CONVERSATlON 

In contemporary times, W i n g  about culture and cultural *exchangeu involves 

thinking critically about stnrctums of domination and multiple historical 

precedents of forcible appmptiation. (Graveline, 1998: 238). 

(IASSW), and the International Council on Social Welfers (ICSW). 
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According to postmodem thought and uitical theory, a written discourse body 

can be examined as a 'conversation' in which the parties involved engage in sharing 

their experiences and 'stories' with one another. Foucault (1972) reminds us that in 

order to understand a discourse body, one must first know who is speaking, and who 

has the 'right" or is considered qualified to use that particular discourse (Saulnier, 

1996). 

Thus, we can examine the ISW written texts as an expression of the ISW 

conversation. Based on critical theory's attention to language, voice and power, the 

following questions can be posed. In the ISW conversation who is speaking and what 

is being said? Who is orchestrating1 setting the terms of the conversation or 

'moderating' the discussion? To whom is the conversation addressed? Who is asking 

what questions? What are the requirements for participation in the conversation and 

to what degree is conformity required to these terms? For whom is participation most 

accessible, and for whom are there the most barriers to participate? How and on what 

basis does sharing occur in the conversation- through what language medium? How 

are barriers of language overcome in ISW exchanges; who conforms to whose 

language? Are power differentials acknowledged and accommodated for in this 

conversation; if so how? Are certain voices, stories, experiences and insights 

excluded, discouraged, censored, or ignored? 

Whose Knowledge is Recognised? 

1 the old and habitual ideas of the main group were not flexible or generous 

enough to admit new groups, then these ideas need changing, a far beffer thing 

to do than reject the emerging groups" (Said, 1993: xxvi). 

If ISW is an exploration of social work around the world, we must Crst of all 

remember that social work is not a universal knowledge system. As a construct that 

has slowly developed over the second half of the twentieth century, social work is a 

relatively recent and parocniai tradlion directly tied to the emergence of the welfare 

state in post-industrialised Western nation states that, through professional 

imperialism has been globalised. As discussed in the previous chapter, ISW clearly 
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reflects and operates from the dominant discourses and power relations from which 

it was named. 

Hokenstad et al. state that an important commonality of social work around the 

world is its 'acceptance of the idea that scieMc knowledge should guide 

professional intenrention' (1 991 : 7). Similarly, the 'International Code of Ethics for the 

Professional Social Worker', developed by the International Federation of Social 

Workers, describes a main role of social work around the world as Yhe development 

and disciplined use of scientific knowledge regarding human and societal behavioursn. 

The 'scientific knowledge' referred to is the dichotomist and mechanistic paradigm 

initiated by Rene Descartes (1596-1650)- that has dominated and fractured thinking in 

the Western world for close to four centuries (Ramsay, 1998: 3). As Graveline 

describes, 'One version of reality, Eurocentrism, has been widely accepted as 

knowledge and underpins the majority of content and methods currently used in 

Western settings" (1 998: 1 1 8). 

Eurocentrism is not just a matter of attitudes in the sense of values and 

prejudices, but rather a matter of science, scholarship, informed and expert 

opinion. Eurocentrism guides what is accepted as 'empirical reality,' 'true" or 

"propositions supported by the Yacts.'' (Blaut, 1993: 9, as quoted by Graveline. 

1998: 23). 

In a popular American undergraduate text, the practice of social work is 

described as 'using knowledge developed by social sciences for furthering the goals 

of social welfare" (Compton & Galaway, 1989: 6). Parpart and Marchand note how 

European and Northern American scholarship, benefiting from its hegemonic position, 

for decades has dominated academic discussions across the social sciences, and 

has made generalisations for the rest of the world based on the specific experiences 

of a select few (1995: 4). Moreover, as *constructed by white males with a few 

generally marginalized and quieted alternate voices" (Hartman, 1992: 483), the social 

sciences generally reflected the experiences and perspectives of (white) men. 

Graveline (1 998: 10) describes how 'Eurocentric male dominance of the terrain has 

meant the construction of Whitelmale as We reference point for all knowledgen (Carty 

1991 : 22). Similarly, McLaren speaks of the 'dominant meaning systems,' which are 

'ideologically stitched into the fabric of Western imperialism and patriarchyn (1994: 

214, as quoted by Graveline, 1998: 23). 
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Social science research teaches that a study in which only one gender, one 

class (highly educated elite), and one (so-called) race and subgrwp of people are 

disproportionately represented. with the results then generalid to the rest of the 

total population, is not only unrepresentative but is invalid. However, when we 

examine who is predominantly constructing the knowledge base upon which ISW is 

founded, we unfortunately have such a case. Insofar as ISW is drawn from such a 

narrowly defined epistemological base, it is not representative of the broad diversity 

of epistemologies and methods of social work around the world, and therefore cannot 

claim to have 'representational validity'. 

While 'the problem of unequal exchanges in international social work" has been 

acknowledged in the ISW literature (Midgley, 1992: 24), the suggested remedy is for 

'scholars to have heightened awareness of the need for a critical attitude that 

subjects professional transfers to careful scrutiny and rigorous testing" (Ibid.). Such a 

prescription does not address the deeper issue of power inequality, and proposes a 

solution from within the dominant consciousness. This is not to say that real sharing 

does not, or cannot occur within the current construction of the ISW conversation, but 

perhaps that this function occurs more in spite of existing bamers (language, 

professional status, locus of ISW meetings, editorial censure, etc.). 

Who is Determining What Terns of fhe /SW Conversation? 

In the previous chapter we saw how, reflecting the political, economic, cultural 

and ideological dominance of the US internationally, it is the American model of 

social work from which the ISW conversation has been constructed; and how an 

examination of the few articles and two texts in which ISW has been named reveals 

that those doing the naming have been (mostly male) American academics. The two 

books addressing ISW and the Journal of International Social Work are all published 

from the US''. 
If the nature of ISW as an exchange is determined by those doing the naming. 

we find that it h American academics who are the main players shaping the 

conversation. It is commonly recognised that considerable power is in the hands of 

those who edit texts; it is the editors who choose who to invite submissions from, who 

frames and names the discussion, gives meaning, and interprets themes, and edits 

l5 Pmfiles in Intemetimel Social Mrk - in 1992, and Issues in Intemab'01)el Social Wbrk - in 1997, are both 
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the work of others. For example, to be included in the publication 'Pmfiies in 

International Social W W ,  participants had to be able to describe the pmfession of 

social work in their countries within the categories set by the American editors. While 

voices from various countries are induded in the ISW conversation, it is structured 

around the themes set by those editing the texts. and participation is in their language 

and terms. The primary (explicit) criterion for participation in the ISW conversation is 

(IFSW sanctioned) professional status. The second. (implicit) criterion is the ability to 

convene in the dominant language of those currently 'orchestrating' the conversation 

(English medium, Western academic). 

Not only is the ISW discourse clearly constructed and defined by the 

(American) centre, but it can also be seen to be implicitly directed to the centre. As a 

demonstration of this, in the introductory chapter to their book Profiles in lntemational 

Social Work, Hokenstad et al., state that "most social workers have limited, if any, 

exposure to programs or practice beyond the boundaries of their own countries" (p. 

2). In keeping with the tenet of aitical theory that any particular text may be the 

expression of a number of discourses- differing, and often contradictory (Gunther, 

1985: 29), many authors within this volume speak of a desire to break away from US 

hegemony of social work theory and practice methods. Ironically, in this same 

volume, representatives from countries other than the US argue that unfortunately 

they suffer from loo much exposure to programs or practice models beyond the 

boundaries of their own countries. 

Standardisation Required 

If forms of social work being described deviate too radically from the discussion 

as it is arranged, tidy comparisons and theme generalisations become difficult to 

make. Thus, it is argued that a certain degree of standardisation anformity is 

required for guiding the ISW conversation. As the editors of the first ISW volume 

state IAlthough the t e n  (ISW) will continue to cover roles and nsponsibilities that 

vary from country to country. there should be sufficient consistency to facilitate 

communication about and analysis of this area of practice' (1992: 4). 

Although the drawbacks of standardisation have been acknowledged in the ISW 

literature. standardisation remains an implicit goal. For example, in the introductory 

- - - -  

published by the American National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Prsss. 
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chapter of Pmf~les in lntrrmotional Social Work, Midgky acknowledges that "the 

trend toward standardisation . . . is not always beneficial" (1992: 24), and that Yhe 

tendency toward standardisation can inhibit the profession's ability to respond 

effectively to local needs and impede the goab of professional development.' In the 

same paragraph though he goes on to affirm that 'it is desirable for the profession to 

have common goals, ethics, knowledge, and practice methods" (I bid.). 'Although 

diversity should be respected, the idea that social work can have a common identity 

without shared commonatties is difficult to support" (Ibid.). 

By requiring of its participants to ascribe to the Western scientific, professional 

model, ISW seems threatened by too much difference; more comfortable with 

homogeneity and reassuring standardisation than diversity. By implication, local- 

specific social work models are problematic and inferior- barriers to be overcome in 

the common mission of untfying the profession (so then we can gain greater 

legitimacy to the world!). Rather than celebrated, welcomed or valued, concern is 

expressed for 'the problem of cultural diversity" (Midgley, 1981). 

Explicit Requirement: Professional Status 

"International social work. . . should focus on the profession and practice in 

different parts of the world, especially the place of the organised profession in 

different countries, the different roles that social workers perform, the practice 

methods they use, the problems they deal with, and the many challenges they 

face" (emphasis added) (Hokenstad et al., 1 995: 4). 

As historically constructed from a particular cultural and ideological context, ISW 

is seeped in the 'consciousness which produced it1. As grounded in modernist 

epistemological assumptions about the nature of knowledge, the human condition, 

and 'scientificity', part of this underlying (and for the most part unchallenged) 

'consciousness' is the implicit belief in scientific professions as the best means for 

addressing contemporary social problems. Within the social work discourse, the 

professionalisation of social work has generally been constructed as an unquestioned 

advance and good. Thus the insistence in the ISW discourse that the comparison is 

only of the organised profession is not surprising. 

If the ISW conversation includes only voices from within the organised 
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profession, we can see from the map on the next page that large portions of the 

world are excluded from participation. While professional imperialism ensured the 

dissemination of the professional model of social work all over the world, still in 2000 

only 76 of the 189 UN member states belong to the Federation. Thus, based on the 

requirement of IFSW membership status alone, about 40% of the world's nations can 
participate, while social workers from countries which have not adopted the dominant 

Western model, and thus lack IFSW sanction, are effectively excluded from 

participation in the ISW conversation. 

As a reflection of these criteria, it would be extremely unlikely to find in the 

Journal of International Social Work or other ISW related publications, articles 

describing social work experiences from an 'indigenous' or national perspective in 

Rwanda, Burma, Turkey, or Uzbekistan. These countries are made visible only 

insofar as they are the lows of international social work as intervention development/ 

humanitarian aid. For example, Dominelli states, 'social work education remains 

absent in large parts of sub-Saharan Africa, the South Pacific islands, and some of 

the Asian republics of the former Soviet Union" (Dominelli, 1995). The implicit 

assumption is that if the Western professional model of social work isn't present, there 

is no social work education to speak of. 

world Map showing 1- Member Countri-eq 

Even within IFSW member countries, much work that is described as social work 

does not occur under the banner of 'the organised profession'. For example, in 

describing social work in the recently emerged eastern bloc countries, Tulva states 

that 'only one per cent of a survey of 900 people engaged in social work related 
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activities had received [formal] training in social w o e  (1997: 117). She explains 

how this lack of formal training is due to the historically specific context from which 

countries like Estonia have emerged. (Under the Soviet system, the official rhetoric 

was that social worken were unnecessary, except in psychiatric ho~pitals)'~. Thus. 

even in IFSW member countries. often a majority of social workers are excluded due 

to lack of professional qualifications. 

The following is written from the imaginary perspective of those who would 

challenge me: 

So what if ISW excludes non-professionals? Isn't it the nature and 

prerogative of professional bodies to set their inclusion criteria according 

to their constituents? We have to have standards- if not, we lose our 

hard-won internationally recognised professional status! Our criteria are 

not unreasonable, this is the 2 l* century after all, and the professional 

model is well established in most of the world's nations. (And frankly, 

the parts that are missing tend to be not interested in conversations 

with the outside world anyway; obscure, backward and isolationist 

Arabic republics, inner-African states, Mongolia and the like). 

Western education, health, economic and social care systems are 

clearly what Third World countries want and need for their deveIopment, 

so it can only be helpful to bring them up to speed, to help them develop 

(into our image). Since Western countries are more advanced, naturally 

our models of social care are also more advanced, and we should not 

deny them opportunities to learn fiom our expertise. Anyway, wen if we 

would like for things to be different, the system is the way it is now, and 

for better or worse all countries operate more or less fkom Western 

systems and models. 

Besides, with increasing standardisation through globalism, the 

rest of the world - if it is not already, will soon be operating &om 

essentially Western models, so there really isn't any point in trying to 

include other social care models oromantic notion though this may be. 

These other models come fiom rapidly disappearing ways of life that are 

being replaced by the inevitable progress toward industrialism. Sure, 
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from an anthropological point of view, these primitive forms of social 

expression and social rituals may k interesting, but have no real 

relevance to the post-industrial reality that typifies most societies in the 

twenty-first century. 

The founding theories, practice and research methods of our 

profession (theories of human development, counselling techniques, 

management, quantitative research methods, social policy and ideology) 

are a synthesis of the most sophisticated thinking in the Western world. 

Over the past hundred years or so, this body of know1edge has been 

systematically refined by wrptrtsI7, so that the Western model provides 

the most scientific and comprehensive research-based, theory grounded 

social work education that exists. This model of professionally delivered 

social sentices can be applied anywhere in the world, and will be 

universally beneficial since organisations and human beings are 

basically the same the world overre. The Western model- while not 

perfect, is clearly the best there is. 

Implicit Requimment: Advanced Western Education 

Most higher education is devoted to afirming the traditions and origins of an 

existing elite and transmitting them to new members. 

-M. C. Bateson, (1989: 77). 

While IFSW membership and IFSW recognised professional status certainly 

excludes many social workers from many countries, the language requirement for 

participation excludes far more. As predicated upon the global ascendancy of the 

English language through first British, then American expansionism, it is not 

surprising that English is the language medium in which the ISW conversation is 

conducted. For those who do not speak English, for those without access to Western 

academic training, or for those whose second, third, or even forth language is 

English, participation in the ISW conversation is effectively prohibitive. As the map 

l6 The situation is similar in Cuba. 
l7 i.e. male academics of European descent. 
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below shows, we see that, based on first language spoken alone, large portions of 

the world are unable to communicate about their experiences of social work in the 

form of standardid English that is acceptabk to the centre''. 

world Map showing Countries where tnglish r W~dely spoken as a hrst Languagq 

Not only it is necessary for participants to be able to speak English in order to 

participate in the ISW written conversation but they must have enough economic 

privilege required to obtain Western education (whether abroad or through a Western 

education system in their own country),. The implicit expectation that communication 

take an academic and scholarly format, remains a further barrier to participation for a 

great majonty of practising social workers. 

In examining the ISW discourse we see that indeed, those who participate in 

the ISW conversation as expressed in the written texts published thus far, tend to be 

academics with Western training. For example, in the edited volume 'Profiles in 

International Social Work', 10 of the 16 contributors hold doctorate degrees and the 

rest have Master's degrees. All except one are employed within academia as 

professors, associate professors or lecturers. Similarly, in The Journal of ISW, the 

majority of those published are Western trained academics. Thus, the ISW 

conversation would seem to be open only to a comparative privileged few with 

western academic training. 

18 

19 
This argument was articulated by a professor in one of my graduate dasses. 
While it is true that there are sizeabfe minorities who mad and contribute to English-medium journals 

within many of the regions of the world that am not marked on this map, these groups are not 
representative of the broader population. 
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While academic positions allow those participating in the conversation to 

produce such scholarly artides, these positions also tend to keep them somewhat 

removed from work directly engaged in the problems they write about. Thus, insofar 

as ISW remains a conversation held in scholarly journals, those who are directly 

active in social action and 'front-line work', are excluded from the scholarly format of 

the ISW conversation. (Note that it is difficult even for those with academic 

qualifications to get published in the ISW journal- never mind those without). 

Additionally, even in Western countries, due to multiple systemic barriers to 

participate in higher education, Aboriginal peoples and people of colour are 

disproportionatefy underrepresented in universities- the more so the higher the 

degree. Thus, it is important to note that formal academic discussions have tended to 

be camed out disproportionately by white academics. As a result, much creative work 

occumng 'on the margins' of the awareness of those in these circles (with indigenous 

communities and immigrant communities especially), does not find expression in the 

learned joumafs of academe or professional bodies. 

According to the rules of the game - and its an unfair playing field! - those who do 

not speak in the English code that is acceptable to the centre are prevented from 

presenting their own perspectives1 speaking their Truths in their own language, in an 

articulate, powerful matter; Graveline calls this speaking from First Voice. Meanwhile 

those- who by the accident of their birth, speak the English and have plenty of formal 

academic training, have their views and knowledge disseminated all over the world. 

becoming global experts. In the process, all too often the voices of indigenous 

peoples and peoples of colour become represented by White experts. Because so 

many social workers are prevented from speaking from 'First Voice', the result is that, 

even within the ISW conversation, 'speaking for' - whereby academics speaking on 

behalf of 'client populations' or 'southern partnerss- occurs more than 'dialoguing with'; 

a not-so-subtle controlling of voice. As Graveline states, 

"Many students and teachers unquestioningly accept the voice of the White 

"expert" as speaking the ?ruthm about Africans, Aboriginals and others. White 
people who know a very limited amount often see themselves as 'experts' 

because they know more than their colleagues, who know little beyond the 

recorded version and current media representations." (Graveline, 1998: 1 19). 

In sum. we can see how multiple factors converge in filtering who is actually able 
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to speak in the ISW written conversation. Upon review, it would seem that the 

current criteria for participation in this conversation exdude far mom voices than they 

include. Insofar as the majority of the world's social workers are effectively excluded 

from participation, ISW makes a sham of being a truly 'global discussion', inclusive of 

a broad diversity of voices. 

The following is an excerpt from my personal journal written while reviewing the 

ISW written texts: 

I am so wcary of reading 1 SW-related articles in which privileged, mostly 

mole American professors seem to go in circ le quoting and citing each 

other. The I S W  discourse seems to  be a conversation tightly controlled by 

a small elite group who make lofty and broad pronouncements about social 

work goals and 'human development'- presuming to speak fo r  the entire 

'global community'! As named by the centre for the centre, the I S W  

discourse presupposes or imposes unity of voice and experience where there 

is diversity. and risks misrepresenting and dominating the voices of 'the 

Other'. 

The I S W  discourse does not seem to have been written by those who 

have spent significant time stepping fundamentally out o f  their expert 

context (beyond temporary lap-top toting odvisors to 'development' projects, 

residing in grand houses or hotels several steps removed from the majority 

of the local populace). Maybe they've spoken 'with the people' (through 

translators or with a grade two equivalent level of the local language), but 

how can they presume to really know the complexities of the contexts they 

spcak of? If what we say is always filtered in part through our racial and 

cultural heritage, how cm outsiders presume to speak for a community they 

so foreign to? I s  there a place a t  all f o r  foreign 'experts'? 

SO endemic - this speaking for that we don't even question those who 

make 'expert' pronouncements on the nature of the cultuml groups or the 

challenges they face, based on only surface-level contact. And rather than 
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such work being challenged, more often it is lauded (because, we can bark 

in their glow?). their expertise is reified whik their local collcaguu (who 

sewed as 'helpers': trunslators and 'key informants') remain invisible. 

Somehow. we a m  more comfortable with. and tend t o  pay greater attention 

to a Westerner speaking of their experiences in a 'far-away exotic country' 

than a person from such a country to speak for themselves. (They may have 

o privilege or clan bias, we say, or . . . perhaps we a n  uncomfortable w i t h  

trying to  listen to an unfamiliar accent). 

In this literature I do not sense grounding in practice, social action, 

or personal struggle. This literature does not fit w i t h  my vision of  I S W  as a 

radical and inclusive search for alternatives arising 'from the margins'. 

Rather than diversity I find the multiplicity of social work voices, 

experiences, and paradigm around the world reduced t o  what can be neatly 

be recognised and charted according t o  the American academic model (so 

that tidy comparative studies can be made- to be published. by we know 

who). 

6. INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCES - MUTUAL EXCHANGE? 

Social work educators come together in international organisations and at 

international meetings because there is a common heritage and purpose that is 

important to us. - . If we have a commitment to an idea that is larger than our own 

school, our own locality, our own country and region, we can make 

internationalism wwk for the improvement of social wwk education and practice" 

(Kendall, 1998: 25). 

The editors of Pmfiles in International Social Work assert that 'Today, many 

social workers travel to other countries to attend meetings and conferences: to 

establish professional contactsm (Hokenstad et al.. 1992: 2). International conferences 

certainly play a central role in the ISW conversation as a whole, providing a physical 
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space for engaging fa- to face in exchanges of ideas and perspectives from 

different parts of the world. Compared to written texts, conferences present a much 

richer space for multiple forms of dialogue - both formal (presentations) and informal 

(over meals, in the halls, through notes and field trips, and going out in the evenings). 

Compared to the medium of written texts, conferences have much fewer restrictions 
on who gets to speak, and greater freedom for how the speaking is done. However, 

like the written fSW discourse, many dynamics of power and privilege - tied to 

broader structural realities, impact on the exchange that occurs. 

This past summer I had the privilege to attend the 2000 Joint Conference 

between the IFSW and the IASSW held in Montreal, Quebec. At this conference a 

great deal of sharing- from all parts of the world occurred through the hundreds of 

papers presented and the informal exchanges that occurred around the edges. As a 

participant I was able to observe how 'mutual exchange' occurs within the broader 

dynamics of knowledge, language, and power, in such forums. Before continuing, I 

would like to preface my observations with the recognition that the dynamics which I 

observed cannot be said to be representative of all such international conferences. 

Moreover, when conferences are held in the southern hemisphere (such as the 2002 

IFSW conference to be in Harare, Zimbabwe), the makeup of participants, language 

medium, and access to attendance can be very different than what I observed in 

Montreal. 

WhitWestem Dominance 

In terns of power dynamics, the first thing I noticed was the disproportionate 

presence, and dominance of 'White' people. Before I go further I would like to clarify 

that racial divisions -while obviously problematic on some levels, can have their place 

in naming power dynamics. Quoting Russell Means, a Lakota activist, Graveline notes 

that "although European. Western and White may be used interchangeably, it is not 

specifically the race that is targeted" (1998: 23). Rather, a multiplicity of previously 

distinct European and 'New World' cultural groups are all amalgamated under the 

term Western/ White. The term White' can convey "a mind-set, a worldview that is a 

product of the development of European culture. People are not genetically encoded 

to hold this outlook; they are acculturated to hold it" (Means, 1980: 28, -I bid.). 

While there were 1800 delegates attending the conference, from 83 countries, 



82 
the majority of those who presented papers and participated in the discussions. 

were white. Wah the exception of the global panel on the last day, it was observed 

that all of the key plenary speakers and mastem of ceremonies were white. By 

recognising mostly Americans and Europeans as the main experts and 'players' in the 

field, the message that was implicitly communicated was that international social work 

is performed by Westerners, and that outside of Western experts no remarkable 

international social work occurs. 

Predominance of English Language 

"To require that ow collaborators interact with us in our language can be, at best, 

a subtle way of contmlling the process. At worst, it is an insult, another form of 

cultural imperialism. . . " (, 2000: 1 12). 

The second dynamic influencing the exchange was language. While I must 

recognise that both bodies have come a long way in working toward greater 

multilingualism, and that it is never possible to incorporate all languages in any 

intemational conference, the preponderance of the English language at this 

conference was strong enough to remark upon. Despite the inclusion of three official 

(colonial) languages (English, French and Spanish) in which papers were accepted 

and presented, and translation services provided, the vast majority of the formal 

exchangesf presentations took place in English. While certainly the inclusion of 

French and Spanish has opened participation to include a great deal more social 

workers from various parts of the world, at the same time, it was interesting to 

observe how strongly English hegemony prevailed. 

While the limitation to three official languages was not due to lack of sincere 

desire to be more inclusive to a wider circle of colleagues, the implicit message 

behind these choices is that those who do not speak one of the three official 

languages should learn to do so. (Rather than English speakers being required to 

speak and understand - say, Chinese- which is actually the number one language 

spoken in the world)20. As a msult, those who are comfortable with English, French or 

Spanish have little incentive to try to participate in other (particularly non-colonial) 

20 Chinese (Mandarin) is spoken by almost 900 million people; as compared to Spanish and English which 
are spoken by slightly over three hundred million people. Next is Bengali, Hindi, Portugese, and Russian 
(short of 200 million each) and then Japanese Gemran, and Chins-Wu (NI, v d  328: p. 4). 
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languages, while those who are typically most multilingual (speaking several 

indigenous languages), experience the greatest barriers to participation (never mind 

leadership) in the ISW conversation. 

If language is power, the use of English as the dominant medium for the ISW 

conversation is far from 'neutral' or 'natural'. As a colonial language 'indigenous' to 

very few, which has displaced and disqualified thousands of languages all over the 

world, the English language is inseparable from Eurocentn'c consdousness - with its 

particular way of seeing the world, expressing ideas, and understanding knowledge 

and human nature. 'Language is far more than merely words: it reflects culture, 

history, a way of thinking, how one expresses feelings and ideas and how people 

relate to one another" rnlson & Whitmore, 2000: 112). Thus, the language in which 

the ISW wnversation is primarily conducted, directly shapes the kinds of ideas 

communicated, how they are communicated, and what knowledge base is drawn 

upon. 

If for example, the ISW conversation were conducted in Arabic, the discussion 

would reflect the rich social care traditions in the Muslim world, the conceptualisation 

of human rights as collective rights (Strawson, 1997, Awad, 1997), etc. If it was 

based in a Indian language it would utilise Sanskrit root words- common to the 

multiple languages of south-east Asia. If it were based in an indigenous language it 

would reflect a much more holistic world-view. And so on. 

For example, human rights discourse - central to the ISW conversation, can be 

seen as an example of Eurocentric exclusivity. Strawson describes "Western 

discourses on human rights have become increasingly bold during the last two 

decades in claiming an exclusive Western heritage for human rights, which, it is 

argued, is located in 'Western civilisation"(l997: 33). Such an emphasis 'projects a 

parochial view of human rights exclusive of the cultural realities and present 

existential conditions of Third World societies" (Said, A. 1978: 1, as quoted by 

Strawson, 1997: 50). The idea that nineteenth century European states or the United 

States had a 'scheme for the protection of citizens', flies in the face of the realities of 

slavery, racial and religious discrimination, discrimination of women, and limited male 

franchise where it existed" (Ibid.: 40). 

If 'language is a cultural signifier and many terms have multiple and loaded 

meanings" (Graveline, 1998: 17), false presumptions of shared common meaning, 
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tradition, and applicability will abound within the ISW exchange (and b invisible to 

Anglophones). Another examm of culturally-laden language could be the oft- 

bandied about term 'empowerment' -favoured by both social work and development 

discourses. Empowerment implies something vested in the individual rather than the 

collectivity (Wilson 8 Whitmore, 2000: 115), and for this mason has been noted as 

notoriously difficult to translate into a number of languages. Similarly, Van describes 

how the quintessential social work term Person in Environment (PIE) (premised upon 

ecological theory), does not translate well at all into non-western societies such as 

China (Yan, 2000). 

Physical Access 

A third dynamic influencing the ISW exchange in the forum of conferences, is 

access to travel. We as Northerners so tend to take for granted our ability to travel 

just about anywhere we choose- for our currency work in our favour, and our 

citizenship open doors for us - that we forget that for the majority of the world's 

population, international travel - especially to a Northern country- is prohibitive; 

politically, economically, and pragmatically. Ironically, while opportunities to travel to 

conferences and participate in international exchanges- scholarly or otherwise, are 

privileges disproportionately available to Northerners, historically conferences for both 

associations have been predominantly held in the North, thereby ensuring the 

greatest ease and comfort for Northerners- who are the main conference goers - to 

attend. 

While the issue of access remains difficult no matter where a conference is held, 

and while measures were taken at this conference to sponsor participants who would 

otherwise have no means of participating, current methods of addressing this problem 

seem inadequate. Sponsoring 'underprivileged' social workers from the South runs 

the danger of being tokenistic, and can not compensate for the muitiple structural 

barriers that converge to create inequitable access to participation. 

Some of the delegates who were able to come from Southern countries to the 

Montreal conference described the 'degradation ceremony' of first k i n g  interrogated 

by customs officials about the purpose of their vise to Canada, and then being 

chaperoned from the airport by police- for fear that they might defect! It was reported 

that others had entry visas denied altogether. 



Implications 

It thus seems that, while certainly international confewen- go a long way in 

creating spaces for meaningful dialogue and exchange, bringing together participants 

from all over the world, the multiple power dynamics in which they are embedded, ate 

manifested in the nature of the exchange that occurs. Like the ISW texts, international 

conferences privilege, and can be seen to be addressed - by, to, and for - 
professional (mostly academic) social workers in Northern countries. As such, they 

can be seen to inadvertently reinforce p ~ x i s t i n g  expertise, power and knowledge 

structures, despite all intentions to the reverse. 

As I participated in the Montreal conference, I found myself wondering whether it 

is even fMing to speak of genuine 'mutual exchange' without the necessary 

precondition of equal 'baseline' of power relationships in place. As clinical social work 

would teach us, if in doing couple therapy one partner had dominated the other for 

years, it would be ridiculous to tell them to now engage in a 'mutual exchange' without 

first addressing and compensating for the power differential between them. 

Peggy Antrohs- social activist and development critic states 'I don't want to 

talk about North-South 'partnerships'; partnership implies a relationship among 

equals. I would like to discuss NortbSouth relations" (as quoted by Wilson & 

Whitmore, 2000: 103). As long as the essential belief that the Western worldview is 

"the most accurate and presumably adaptive worldview in the history of humanityn 

(Graveline, 1998: 31) prevails, there can be no end of friendly, ostensibly 'mutual' 

exchanges that do little to change the status quo. 

C. COSTS OF THE CURRENT C0NST;RUCTION OF THE ISW EXCHANGE 

Limits W o n  and Misses the Whole Point 

=in the differences we pemive, and the capscw of those differences to make us 

look with fresh eyes on that which we thought we knew and understood" (Hams, 

7990: 21 7). 
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For ISW as a canversatiin, excluding voices 'on the margins' has serious 

implications not just for those exduded but also for those in 'the centre' of the 

conversation. By failing to accommodate voices on the 'margins', the organised 

profession of social work has often paid, and will continue to pay a high price. 

Supposedly the whole point of the ISW exchange is to learn from the broad diversity 

of perspectives. visions and experiences of social work that exist on this planet, and 

to develop a deeper analysis of international issues, and more complex and global 

identity. If 'the Other' to whom we open ourselves is more or less like ourselves, then 

we risk missing the point altogether. At the cost of its stated goals of deepening 

understanding of human problems, enhancing theoretical knowledge, strengthening 

practice, and promoting professional development (Hokenstad et al., 1992), ISW 

remains an exclusive discussion among a relatively small group of professional and 

academic elite. 

To the extent that one cultural reality is universalised, one language is spoken, 

the incredible diversity of social work activities and social care systems occurring 

around the world; based on traditional knowledge and wisdom, are made invisible to 

the Centre. Thus, even as it engages in the act of comparison, many insights, 

struggles, challenges that are relevant, innovative, and creative responses to the 

challenges of the 21st century will be lost to the ISW conversation. As Bateson notes, 

"the values and potentials of excluded groups need to be made visible and accessible 

to stimulate the imaginations of those who have always assumed that their way- often 

the way that benefits them the most- is the best" (1 989: 7 1). 

We can look at Nepal as an example of a country where there are no identified 

social work training programs in colleges or Universities. The lack of a formally 

organised profession does not mean however, that there is not a large scope and 

breadth of innovative social work which takes place under the title samajik ko sewa- 

helping of society. In this mountainous kingdom, many dedicated individuals conduct 

a wide range of work that in the West would be called social work; such as advocacy 

around trafficking of girl children2', inner-city addictions treatment programs, rural 

community development, refugee aid and counsetling victims of torture. However, 

this work is made invisible to the ISW conversation because it occurs outside of the 

formally rewgnised profession. 

21 UNICEF (2000) reports that every year 7000 Nepalese girl children am sold to prostitution circles in India. 
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Besides missing many voias that would enrich the discussion, to the extent 

that it is d m  from a single tradition, the ISW conversation also misses the 

opportunity for 'blind spots' to be pointed out and compensated for. Simply because 

the social work discourse has bsen so narrowly controlled (Reisch & Wenocur, 1986: 

73), we need to hear from people who do not share similar biases. Biases act as 

lenses for filtering and interpreting reality, and like physical lenses, become invisible 

to the viewer. Unchallenged biases create blind spots and restrid the vision of the 

centre, making it vulnerable to faufty thinking, poor judgements, and ill-informed 

actions. When there is no awareness of lenses being worn, it becomes difficult to see 

the extent to which vision is limited by these lenses. It thus seems most natural for 

the ISW conversation to be exclusive to professional social workers, and to be held in 

English; for what other alternatives are there really? Bateson summarises this point 

well: 

One of the problems that complicates talking about these matters is that no 

active dislike is needed for one group to wish to hold on to privilege at the 

expense of another group, felt to be outsiders. Nowadays, prejudice is relative, 

not absolute. There is no fixed rule that excludes, just a different probability. a 

slight stacking of the cards against certain people, a dMemnt and more 

destructive standard of judgement that makes every error fatal. (emphasis 

added) -Ad. C. Bateson, (1990: 205). 

Reinforces lnequifable Power Relationships 

'perpetuation of the existing order of things is perpetuation of the cnine." 

(Eduardo Galeano, 7 9 73: 18) 

As inseparatble from the meta-context of power relations in which they are 

embedded, all discourse bodies are inherently political. Thus it is impossible for the 

ISW conversation to try to be somehow 'neutral*. If ISW is situated within the 

contested territory between oppressed and oppressors (as all discourse bodies are), 

there can be no such thing as neutrality. Miles Horton asserts that to claim 'neutrality' 

is 'a code word for maintaining the existing system . . . neutrality is just following the 
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crowd . . . and is essentially an immoral ad, a rehsal to oppose injustice or to take 

sides that are unpopular- an e x w w  in other wordsw (Horton 8 Freire, 1990: 102). 

How ISW is defined as well as the choice of what bodies of knowledge and 

whose expertise is racognised, ant political decisions with political ramifications. 

Whether intentionally, consciously or not, to the extent that ISW fails to recognise the 

power imbalances from which it is derived and from which it operates, the vast power 

differentials between those constructing the conversation and those excluded from it, 

are implicitly reinforced. As Vandana Shiva elaborates, 

The political implications of the dominant knowledge system are inconsistent 

with equality and justice. It is disrupting of cohesion within local communities 

and polarises society into those with access and those without it, both in respect 

to the knowledge systems and the power system (Shiva, 1993: 60). 

Thus, in the ISW conversation, the perspectives and interests of the most 

privileged are the most benefited and their position of dominance is reinforced. To 

the extent that white voices experience the greatest privilege and 'world majority' 

voices experience the greatest bamers to participate in the discussion, the ISW 

conversation risks being not only exclusive, ethnocentric, and paternalistic, but racist. 

As Graveline describes, 'White privilege is maintained at the expense of all others, 

locally, nationally and globally" (1 998: 1 13). 

By 'defaulting' to the norms of the dominant social work discourse from which it 

has been constructed, ISW discourse unwittingly serves to reinforce the very 

dynamics its purports to challenge. Privilege and power occur simultaneously and 

overlap along multiple axes. Critical theory reminds us that oppression has many 

faces and that focusing on only one at the expense of the others - i.e. class, gender, 

race, hemisphere, or epistemological elides the interconnections among them. By 

including only professionalised forms of social work in the ISW conversation, ISW 

risks perpetuating professional imperialism. As the naming of ISW has thus far been 

done mostly by American academics, and insofar as it is the US model upon which 

ISW k based, ISW perpetuates US hegemony. In rewgnising only Western scientific 

knowledge and methods, ISW thus directly contributes to the privileging of methods 

of Western science and the subjugation of indigenous science systems. Together, 

these dynamics within the ISW conversation implicitly perpetuate the ideology of 

White Supremacy. 



D. BEYOND MERE INCLUSION 

In a rapidly changing and interdependent mwwld, single models an, more likely to 

go awry. The effort to wmbine mult@le models risks the disasters of conflict and 

mnaway misunderstanding, but the effort to adhere blindly to some traditional 

model . . . risks disaster not only for the person who follows it but for the entire 

system in which he or she is embedded, indeed for all the other living systems 

with which that life is linked. 

-M. C. Bateson, (7997: 8) 

If a 'transfer of knowledge' has already effectively occurred from North to South, 

the North stands the most to lose or gain by reversing the direction of learning. 

Because of its position of power, the onus to change the current order falls on the 

North. In order for this to happen it is first necessary for the North to recognise the 

existence of knowledge systems and social care methods fundamentally different 

from its own model. Secondly to acknowledge the validity of these methods. Thirdly, 

to actively integrate these 'new' models into its knowledge and practice base. 

In recent years the Western mainstream has started to view diverse world- 

views as potentially beneficially rather than simply threatening. While such 

realisations are important, without a fundamental shift in power relations, they are 

insufficient for creating real change. As the organisational diversity literature reminds 

us, the liberal agenda of simply 'meeting quotas' of more brown faces, people in 

wheelchairs, etc., may be a necessary outward step to changing an organisation (or 

profession), but is insufficient if the goal is systemic, anti-oppression practice. If the 

purpose of 'divetsfying' is simply to meet externally imposed standards, or to 

become 'politically correct', the potential to benefit the organisation is likely to be 

compromised by those who failed to 'buy in' in the first place. Graveline explains, 

Being unaware or unwnsdous of one's cultural location within White-privileged 

culture can allow individuals to remain distanced from accepting responsibility for 

the historical abuses of their Ancestors as well as their own and those of their 

peers in daily life. While many can feel sony for Aboriginals, Africans or others, 

they cannot see how they themselves are responsible or what they could do. 
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Some can see that bad actions have been taken in history, but this does not 

have relevance for themselves. If they do not and have not blatantly acted in a 

racist way, either through violence or slurs, they are not racist, and so have no 

role in the change process personally or politically. Through this convoluted but 

common rationalisation process, the problem of racism belongs to those hurt by 

it, rather than to those who gain benefits from it. (1 998: 108). 

As I have learned from having observed many foreigners overseas, mere 

exposure to other cultures does not necessarily result in deeper personal change or 

transforming of racist assumptions. Sadly, as long as power relationships, locus of 

expertise and knowledge and 'superiority' remain unchallenged, exposure to other 

cultures can simply reinforce the preexisting assumptions and perceptions. 

Thus, to simply include more voices from the South in the ISW discussion, does 

not address the underpinning root ideologies and structures. As long as the North is 

defining the terms of and 'orchestrating' the conversation, the power and privilege 

systems will remain clearly fixed in the North. The dominant social work model 

requires more than just a comfortable academic professional comparison to really be 

changed and challenged. Such a deeper transformation requires more than attending 

a conference, reading an article, or working briefly overseas as a consultant. Just as 

tremendous internal change -which is inevitably uncomfortable - is required for anti- 

oppression goals to become organisational realities, so too for international social 

work. As Graveline describes, 

"White people are offen so blinded by their own language and values that they 

fail to see the pain of others. These blinders are painful to remove, but 

recovering the 'truth' about historical and modem uses of power is necessary for 

the healing of people and our Earth Mother"(l998: 112). 

To achieve a meaningful transformation, a profound and painful process of 

disruption is almost inevitable. To challenge the most basic beliefs and assumptions 

would rock the very core identity of social work as it has been so painstakingly and 

costly constructed. The postmodem ideal that all voices and perspectives are equally 

valuable and equally valid precludes any one perspective from being privileged as 

superior. The security, clarity and uncomplicated vision offered by the assumed 

superiority of the Western professional model would be replaced with an unsettling 

and confusing multiplicity of competing and even contradictory models, realities, 
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perspectives, experiencss and 'paradigms'. Like the art by M.C. Escher, multiple 

perspectives leave us with no dear sense of what is up or down; just when we think 

we have our bearings - our perceptions are again challenged. And yet, as Bateson 

states above, to blindly adhere to a singular model r isk  disaster not just for social 

work but for all the systems to which it is linked. 

Chapter Summary 

In keeping with critical theory and its attention to power, voice, and language, this 

chapter has endeavoured to explore the nature, scope, and hrnction of ISW as a 

comparative exchange or 'conversation'. Despite goals of creating a forum for mutual 

exchange and broad dialogue, the ISW conversation cannot claim to truly be 

representative of the diverse ways and contexts in which social work is practised 

around the world. Rather, inclusion in the ISW conversation is constrained to the 

ability to communicate in the (English medium) language of academic Western social 

work, and IFSW recognisedf sanctioned professional status. These criteria are set 

ostensibly 'in order to make comparison possible', yet their effect is to make the ISW 

conversation elitist, ethnocentric and exclusive to the majority of the world's practising 

social workers (variously named in various contexts). 

As models and paradigms that are fundamentally difrent from those originating 

from the West are excluded, the depth and scope of conversation is restricted, and 
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ultimately the whole point of having a compatative conversation is missed. As well, 

the vision of social work as a Western construct remains restrictive - keeping the 

North locked in its own consciousness. Ironically, despite its goals of inclusion, ISW 

perpetuates the oppressive power relations it purports to challenge. In order to 

change this dynamic. a radical renaming and challenge to the hrndamental premises 

upon which the professional model is based, is required. 



CHAPTER V: iSW AS INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

PRACTlCE 

A. IS W AS STRENGTHENING SOCIAL WORK'S RELAIIONSHIP WTH 
INTERNATTONAL HUMANITARIAN ORGANISAnONS 

minternational social work is regarded as a distinctive area of practice in which 

social work knowledge and skills are applied to meet the particular demands of 

agencies that pmvide social sewices to different countries, especially in the 

developing nations, or Third World. " (Hokenstad et al., 1992: 4) 

"international social work is . . . intemational organisations using social work 

methods or personnel" (Social Work Dictionary, Barker (Ed.), 1995). 

"In social work, social development generally is practised within the context of 

the emerging field of intemational social work" (Estes, 1994: 14). 

The concept of ISW as a practice activity within the intemational humanitarian 

organisation domain is one of the earliest expressions of ISW and is one of the main 

ways in which ISW is understood in both written and popular discourses. When the 

term ISW was first beginning to come into circulation in the 1940s, it was primarily 

used to describe "professional social work practice in agencies engaged in 

international activities" (Hokenstad et al., 1995: 4). While most of the ISW literature 

published since then (the Journal of lntemational Social Work being the predominant 

source), implicitly operates from the comparative definition, the handful of journal 

articles within this broader discourse body which specifically identify ISW, mostly 

portray ISW as an intemational practice activity within the sphere of intemational 

humanitarian organisations. Also interestingly, while the first ISW edited volume was 

implicitly based on the comparative definition, the second ISW volume explores ISW 

as international practice. 

Within the realm of intemational humanitarian organisations, the scope (both 

actual and potential) for ISW, is tremendous. Reflecting the vast diversity of funding 

bodies, the scope of activities that fall under the broad banner of international 
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development is astoundingly broad. International development activities are carried 

out by bodies that range in nature from tiny, locally funded civil society groups, to 

large, well-established intemational players such as World Vision, OXFAM, CARE, 

and the International Red Crossl Red Crescent Society, each body playing a unique 

role wittiin international development. This broad domain can be broken down into 

sub- categories of international nongwemmental organisations (INGOs). non- 

governmental organisations (NGOs) (large and small), and multilateral bodies such 

as the UN. Wfihin these structures, ISW can take the form of highly paid research 

and evaluation consultants, to project co-ordinators, teachers, or volunteer 

community development workers with grassroots NGOs. 

Estes (1994) asserts that the growing demand by students for social work skills 

relevant to intemational humanitarian otganisations is a major reason to develop the 

specialisation of ISW. In North America particularly, increasing numbers of social 

work students are now graduating with some formal ISW training with aspirations of 

careers in the field of intemational development He speaks of "the many national 

and intemational career opportunities that exist for highly educated specialists in 

social and economic development". Hokenstad and Midgley assert that 'more social 

work involvement in the United Nations and international NGOs (non-government 

organisations) is needed* (1997: 5). Billups notes that a 1994 National Association of 

Social Workers (NASW) (American) survey found that 

Huge majorities of NASW respondents think that social workers have a lot to 

contribute to the development field (93Oh). . . They also believe that information 

about development should be part of the social work curriculum (85%) and that 

social workers need specialised training to work in development (80%) (1994: 

95). 

While several authors write that social work already has a significant presence 

in the development realm, there is little argument that this role needs to be clarified 

and strengthened. Estes, for example maintains that although exact numbers are 

hard to track. it is not uncommon for social workers to be employed by or serve as 

consultants to the United Nations and other quasigovernmental bodies (Estes, 1994: 

74 ,  while Bunk, (1992) states that social workers an increasingly providing 

"professional leadership to the tens of thousands of nongovernmental organbations 

that operate throughout the world" (Estes, 1994: 74). At the same time, the 1996 
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International Federation of Social Workers Constitution includes as one of its aims 

'to establish and maintain relations with international organisations relevant to social 

development and welfare" (Johannesen, 1997: 154). 

It would seem that many skill-sets of social work bear direct relevance to much 

of the work performed by intemational humanitarian organisations. The 'macro' skill- 

set of evaluation, research, projed management which are part of mast (especially 

graduate level) social work training courses enable (Western educated) social 

workers to take on roles of consultants, planners, and projed managers within 

intemational humanitarian organisations. As well, many of the traditional areas of 

social work expertise of such as mental health, social policy, group therapy, 

advocacy, sociat action, palliative care, community education, tend to employ more 

community-based and accessible methods than its sibling disciplines and as such 

are relevant to much development work. 

The social development literature has noted that 'macro social work' theories 

and practice methods of community development, social policy, and advocacy, share 

significant overlap with the realm of intemational development. 

'Whether identified as people-in-environment models of social work/ social 

development, empowerment models, sew-help or grass roots models group1 

community development, integrated models of development, systems-oriented 

or combinative micro-macro social development consultation models, or social 

development-oriented models by another name, there is evidence of a widening 

partnersh@ of thought and action between social work end social develcpment" 

(emphasis added), (Billups, 1 994: 97). 

However, despite this apparent camplimentarity in skill-sets, in many ways the 

two domains have remained quite separate. As well, with the exception of the 'social 

development' literature, there has been surprisingly little attention paid - from either 

side - to areas of convergence between these two practice domains. Hokenstad and 

Midgley note that in spite of implementing programs directly related to social work 

functions, there are many intemational humanitarian organisations that do not 

formally recognise and incorporate social work expertise in their organisational 

structures (1 997: 6). Cox states that social workers do not have a significant profile in 

the UN or other international humanitarian organisations "because of our 

unavailability, image, or record" (1 995: 1 1 ). 
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Ironically, whir both social work and development have been largely shaped 

by US ideologies, to the extent that social work is dominated by US 'micro' 

individualised treatment methods, and is tailored to industrialised countries, it can be 

seen to bear IittJe relevance to the work of international humanitarian organisations. 

In seeking legitimacy from the more established ptofessions of medicine and 

psychiatry by adopting their individualistic t rement  philosophy, the dominant social 

work model largely dismissed more 'macro' approaches. It rejected community 

development approaches as para-professional or layperson activities 'that fall 

beneath what is viewed as higher skills of a clinical, professionally qualified social 

workef (Midgley, 1981 : x). Meanwhile, the international humanitarian organisations 

in which social work seeks to secure a stronger role, tend to emphasise community 

development approaches focused on small-scale income generation schemes, 

micro-enterprise, adult literacy, traditional knowledge reclamation, popular theatre, 

community resource management, etc. - skills which social work has largely turned 

its back upon. 

It is thus clear that a major motive behind the development of ISW is to 

reconcile and strengthen this relationship. Since ISW is unlikely to take place outside 

of intemational humanitarian bodies, in order to better understand the nature of ISW 

as development work, we need to understand the broader context under which these 

organisations operate. Rather than provide a descriptive, detailed overview of all the 

existing international humanitarian organisations and social work's possible interface 

with each one, in keeping with the critical analysis focus of this work, we will focus on 

understanding the ideological construct of 'development' from which these bodies 

derive their rationalisation. With Foucault's insight in mind - that 'It is in discourse 

that power and knowledge are joined", in the following section we will explore the 

power interests, contradictions and complexities that make up, what we call 

'development'. 

B. EXPLORING THE DISCOURSE OF DEWLOPIWENT 

No one country in this world is fully developed - m, are ell adeveloping countriesn 

whether we like it or not. -Elaine Wad, CUSO coopemnt in ~ a n z a n i a ~  

" as interviewed by the Sustainable Times. vol. 15.2000 



Development is essentially an ideological construct, and as such can be and 
has been uwd to justify a wide range of political agendas. It is a crucible of values 

and assumptions about what is Yhe good life', what arc h goals of human society, 

and what is progress. For the most part these underlying assumptions and biases 

(read Euromtric biases) am unmcognised and unchallenged. Development is a 

word fraught with many meanings used in many contexts that can result in blatantly 

contradictory definitions and practice agendas. It is a word that has become 'an 

intellectual wasteland of vast proportions"(Fisher, 1987: 31). Hetlne asserts that there 

can be no fixed and final definition of development, 'only suggestions of what 

development should imply in particular contexts' (1 990: 2). 

The word development is so entwined in our Western values that its layers are 

largely subconscious, and thus invisible to us. Development is upheld as an 

unquestioned good- a desired state for all people. It is said to represent the highest 

expression of our benevolent and compassionate impulses. It has been hoped that 

through development the world will became a better place; poverty and inequality wilt 

disappear, and social justice will rein. This will came abut by the teaching of skills 

and transference of models from the North to the South. Meanwhile, in everyday 

usage of the term, development implies the transition from a raw or primitive state to a 

refined, superior state. To develop land means to remove resources- minerals, trees, 

virgin ecosystems, and replace them with concrete, pavement, and buildings. We do 

not distinguish this usage from the term from the work done in the international 

sphere. 

According to the modern consciousness from which the construct of 

development arose, urbanisation is superior to subsistence agriculture, resource 

extraction superior to ecological integrity, paved roads superior to wilderness, and 

today's profits take precedence over tomorrow's environmental and social 

devastation. In this paradigm, traditionalism is associated with sickness and disease 

while industrialism is associated with human health. Similarly, abject poverty is seen 

to cause environmental degradation; so therefore economic growth (industrialisation 

and urbanisation) leads to ecological health (Lee, P. 2000). 

While the five development decades since Truman first introduced the 

development agenda have been characterised in the popular imagination (of the 
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North) as the altruistic transfer of wealth, technology and knowledge from 

financially prosperous to financially poor nations, the reality has been far more 

complex, and far less glowing. In his hard-hlng book Lords of Povedy, Graham 

Hanwck summarises the development decades as ''a -thing pot-poum of 

humanitarianism, commercial self-interest, strategic calculation and bad conscience- 

a perfect recipe for all the contradictions, and confusions" that make up the 

international aid industry (1 989: 72). 

Unfortunately, all too often international development has been a banner flown 

high, under which massive population dislocations, ecological damage, cultural 

erosion, and economic displacement have been justified. While the elimination of 

poverty and improvement of the overall quality of life have been the ostensible 

development goals, an overview of the development experience reveals that 

I )  dominant development policies have depleted local physical environments 
and 

2) have not resulted in genuine social development for peoples, as measured by 

quality of life indicators, such as infant mortality, educational achievement. 

access to meaningful work and reduced poverty rates, or by human rights 

indicators such as decreases in violence and increases in democratic 

participatory institutionsm (Ismael, 1996: 17). 

Development has been structured by Western nations to reflect their interests. 

While at the same time as living conditions in the South have worsened, the 

embarrassing truth is that - through tied aid, military transfers, market development, 

etc the North has often benefited from its position of 'helper''? For example, in 

Canada part of this self-interest has involved preventing the spread of socialism 

mlson 8 Whitmore, 2000: 158) and developing markets for Canadian industries. 

The stark fact is that development projects as Northern intervention have not only 

largely failed to alleviate poverty, but many have actually exacerbated the poverty, 

dispossession, and powerlessness of the local people. This has been particularly true 

in the case of international monetary and trade institutions, ostensibly set up to 

support development and eradicate poverty. Uruguayan historian Eduardo Galeano 

argues that 'development develops inequality' because the strength of the 

international system rests on the necessary inequality of its parts (1973: 13). 

n For example. in 1996, developina countries transferred $245 US billion to creditors - Canada induded - 
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Similarly. Samir Arnin comments 'capitalist expansion and development should not 

be mixed up even if in current usage they are frequently confused. Capitalist 
expansion is by nature marising. Development should, by definition, be different in 

nature so as to overcame this polarisationm(Amin, 1993: 136). lsmael describes this 

process, 

?he policies and practices of integrated global economic institutions - 
transnational corporations and international monetary and trade systems and 

treaties - are viewed as a major cause of impoverishment of peoples and the 

collapse of ecological systems, while the lack of democratic political control over 

these institutions by local peoples and national governments is identified as an 

obstacle to social development of peoples and a key variable in tracing the roots 

of social violence." (1996: 17). 

Although improvements have been made in certain areas through development 

efforts, other problems have been masked or exacerbated- Food aid has wiped out 

local agriculture, dams have irreparably devastated human and ecological 

populations, while 'softer" community development projects have often decreased 

community self-reliance. While the development literature (written by development 

agencies) abounds with glowing notions and reports of 'social development of the 

people' (clearly linked to the efforts of foreign funding bodies and professionals), 

national academics and community people see development in less glowing terms. 

Speaking from Nepal's experience, Devkota notes; 

In my father's time villagers used to gather together to discuss social problems 

and to resolve them. They might decide to dig a road or repair a water well, or 

build a temple. . . Now that development aid agencies exist, the people no longer 

bother trying to solve their own issues. Instead they say: 'The government will 

help", or 'Y he foreigners will come" (1 994: 55). 

In Nepal - long viewed as a poster child for development efforts by a host of 

industrialised countries, efforts to bring modem Western) health care, education 

systems, technologies and market systems - all seen as the quintessential good and 

goal of development - have resulted in many unintended (and frequently detrimental) 

consequences. In many places the introduction of pharmaceutical based Western 

health care models has displaced ancient ayurvedic health care practitioners. 

while they received only $58 US billion in forsign aid (CCIC, 1998: 4). 
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Because they are not 'culturally embedded'. insofar as the new models are not 

integrative of the best of the old, they are prone to misuse and abura. While providing 

increased income for some cammunities, income generation projects have at times 

exacerbated gender income discrepancies, while increasing the workload to women 

and girls. Western style education has displaced traditional expertise and esteem 

ascribed to village elders. It has also eroded local languages and disrupted the 
centuries-old connection to the land as young people move away to the cities for 

higher education and employment. This process in turn has led to over-population 

and urban environmental crisis within the country's only city Kathmandu. Road 

construction in a country where previously all travel was by foot has increased road- 

side fatalities and brought in cheap foreign goods (displacing local craftspeople), and 

alcohol (resulting in increased abuse). 

At the turn of the century, it is increasingly being recognised that as primarily an 

economic activity practised by large international institutions/ organisations, 

'development' has been more of a problem than a solution. Harsh criticisms of the 

development project as a whole abound. Latouche summarises that development has 

been essentially the Westemisation of the world (1993: 160) by the replacing of 

cultural, biological, linguistic, and episternofogical diversity with Western hegemony. 

Maskey (1 997) stresses that much of development has actually uprooted societies 

rather than merely reconstruct them, and has laid the foundation of 'the new 

imperialism of the aid'. lllich is even more scathing and describes development as 

essentially "a philanthropic rationale for the destruction of cultures" (Illich, 1992: 9824). 

Even by its own standards and reports, the development project has failed, both in 

terms of fulfilling its function and in terms of reducing poverty (Hancock, 1996). In 

concluding his hard-hitting expose of the development industry, Hancock concludes 

that it is 'bad to the bone', and 'beyond reform'. From this failure of development, 

Amin (1993) states that we now face an ideological crisis which has given space for 

fundamentally new ways of conceptualising development to emerge. 

24 as quoted by Airhihenbuwa, 1905: xi 
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Development M0diff.d; Mom of fhe Same? 

Ernancipetoty development w71 only occur when development theorists and 

practitioners adopt a mom inclusive approach to knowledge/ expeitise, a 

readiness and ability to "hear" dflerent voices/ experiences, and the humility to 

recognise that estabtished discourses and practices of development have oRen 

done more ham than good. (Parpett, 1995: 240). 

Despite all the criticisms of development efforts, most development 

organisations have continued to operate from the na'ive and persistent belief in the 

unquestioned and inherent good of development- 'it just needs to be modified 

maybe'. Very few are willing to consider whether Western interventionism is so 

inherently problematic that it cannot be justified. After all, 'Development Inc.' - as 

Hancock refers to it, has enormous vested interest in maintaining the belief in the 

truism that 'the South requires the aid of the North'. Whole institutions have been 

built up around this fundamental ideology- so taken for granted are its basic 

premises, that questioning them is for the 'radical fringe' alone. 

Rather than the 'fundamentally new ways of conceptualising development' 

Amin speaks of, the result of five decades of resistance and challenge to the Western 

development model, has at best led to tinkering with the existing model. Challenges - 
coming from a wide range of perspectives (economic, environmental, academic, 

grassroots, indigenous, feminist), have resulted in multiple prefixes being added to 

signify more 'aware' models (sustainable, ecological, alternative, social, etc.). Many 

revisionists to the traditional development model, though well-meaning and often 

contributing a positive direction, still tend to operate from fundamental assumptions 

of Western expertise, and the right order of the North to 'help' of the South, thus 

maintaining development's basic nature and function. Without fundamentally 

challenging the power relations, latent political agendas, and racist ideologies 

underpinning the whole development ideology, similar dynamics will simply continue 

under a more politically correct label, and everything can be made to fit the prefix in 

vogue- so that even dams can be 'sustainable development'! 

The social development literature is an excellent example of such a contested 

terrain, where (usually white male) Western experts tend to dominate (Friedman, 
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Chambers, Uphoff, etc), while other voices offer attemative definitions. In his book 
Social Development: The Development~I Perspective In Social Weifare, James 

Midgley defines social development as 'a process of social change designed to 

promote the well-being of the population as a whole in conjunction with a dynamic 
process of economic development" (1995: 25). He outlines the main characteristics 

of social development as involving clearly articulated links to economic development, 

an interdisciplinary focus, and a focus on universal social wetfare. Within the social 

development literature, broad prescriptions for a unitary path to 'social development' 

are made by a privileged few, for the 'entire global community'. By contrast, lsmael 

defines social development as ?he process of modifying or changing the patterns of 

wealth production in society' - a process which 'increases the production of both 

wealth and poverty" (1 997: v). 

'Oh I'm going over to do sustainable development work for three months/ a year1 

two years . . . I'll learn the language when I get theren. Such frequently expressed 

sentiments are not only unchallenged for their presumptuous, paternalistic tone, but 

lauded as admirable expressions of altruism. And yet, if this same statement was 

made by someone from the South coming to the North, with expectations of being 

appreciated and valued, without even speaking our language or having familiarity with 

our systems of social care, we would consider such a pronouncement to be 

laughable, ridiculous, and presumptuous! 

How would we like our country to be overrun with foreign experts who can't even 

speak our language but tell us what to do, and we must show respect because we 

need their money? How would we like to be told that our education, agricultural. 

economic, religious and healh systems are inferior, deficient; in need of external 

instruction? How would we handle having to learn a language of the foreignen- that 

none of us spoke before? How would we feel if our economy was driven by goods 

and services that only foreign visitors could afford? 

The fact that it seems strange or absurd to think of ISW as a social worker from the 

South coming to the North to advise, consult. and provide expertise toward our 
development, demonstrates how we a n  uncomfortable with reversing the direction of 

such exchanges. For example, we can think of our first reaction if the following were 

presented as examples of ISW activities; a Ghanaian social work student setting up 

collective housing and community gardens with the urban poor of Calgary; a 
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professor from Sri Lanka teaching a class on community controlled heath, 

education, justice models in suburban Chicago; a Guatemalan farm woman coming to 

Saskatoon, Canada to teach local farmers organic and diversified farming techniques 

and community resource management; a Fijian consultant setting up micro-enterprise 

projects in Cumbria, England which foster local employment and prevent population 

migration to the large cities, or an Indonesian social activist in Adelaide, Australia 

teaching local groups how to establish community artistic and cultural celebrations, 

and work with popular theatre to build community. Although we speak of mutual 

learning, and two-way sharing, it would seem that perhaps we don't really mean it! 

The following journal excerpt elaborates on this theme: 

Who are you to come here? You do not know the people on your block. 

and you do not know how to integrate those who are different in your 

communities- banishing deviant individuals to institutions so that you do not 

hove to get to  know them. Yet you come to our country to teach us about 

community development? Your country is the top contributor of 

greenhouse gases - you use twenty times more energy per capita than we do. 

yet you come to teach us about environmental standards? Half your 

population is obese and you come to teach you about nutrition? Your forests 

are cut down and your fisheries have been depleted, and you come to  teach 

us about sustainable resource management? You come to help us wi th  

traditional knowledge reclamation - yet you do not even know your own 

traditions! Your population is completely dependent upon pharmaceutical 

medicine- not able to find the most basic natural remedies in their own buck 

yards, yet you come to teach us community health? 

A t  the best, the presence o f  you foreign do-gooders is benign to us. 

Your presence gcnemtes some servile jobs, brings in foreign currency, and 

you remain in l i t t le bubbles suspended within our culture. Because we need 

your money we let you think that you are doing good. But while your efforts 

may be benign, your simple presence in our country, is not inconsequential- 
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how can it be when it is premised on the notion that you are the superiors 

come to help us inferiors. 

At  worst, your presence is harmful. Because people like you have 

come to this country, we are losing our traditional woys of doing things, and 

pwple are losing confidence in our own traditional systems. Your projects 

are dis-empowering insofar or only pur  language and 'values' and expertise 

are recognised. You speak of empowemcnt but by the very structures of 

your systems you are saying that we are not able to manuge affairs on our 

own, but must be supervised and taught by you. This has caused a great 

imbalance in our communities, political, health, and social care systems - 
developed over centuries before you came here. 

And you have the audacity to  assert tha i  you have been instrumental 

in our development!? Poverty has not decreased since you started your 

development project hen.  (IS poverty ever alleviated by charity- is it ever 

alleviated by anything other than structural changes?) Worse, the remedies 

you prescribed for  us (global market integration, cash crops, highwoy~ and 

televisions) have made us less healthy, and we now suffer from your 

cancerous diseases o f  consumerism. social breakdown, air pollution, etc. 

Yes you have clean streets, high 6NP, advanced technology, and your 

children are well clothed and in school. Yet you come to treat the visible and 

ugly scabies of others while the invisible cancer of your own is unrecognised 

and untreated. Your water and land are poisoned with the waste you have 

dumped and hid in them (you forgot that what comes around goes around). 

Your communities and families fractured, your prisons full, and you have lost 

your traditional cultures. Perhaps to treat the 'cancer' with which you are 

afflicted requires more healing; to bring a dead lake back to life. to  t ry  t o  
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take the poisons out of the soil, and to rebuild cornrnuniticr - these are 

perhaps worthy projects worth returning home for! 

Reversing Development: \/isions from the Marpins 

Yor fwe centuries absolutely no Western intervention ri7 Asia, Afnca and Latin 

America has been favourable to the interests of the peoples of these regionsn 

-Samir Amin, (1 993: 138) 

Poverty is not written in the stars; underdevelopment is not one of God's 

mysterious designs. -Eduardo Galeano, (I 973: 1 7) 

Critical theory asserts that ''facts can never be isolated from the domain of 

values or removed ftom some form of ideological inscription" (Kincheloe 8 McLaren, 

1 994: 1 39-1 40). 

World Bank measures of per capita income, life expectancy, and literacy rates have 

provided the unquestioned rationalisation for the development project. These 

indicators reflect the positions of those doing the naming; reinforcing the superiority 

of the North and inferiority of the South. By measuring development as ratio of 

doctors per population makes invisible all traditional health practitioners, percentage 

educated makes invisible all non-formal education, per capita GDP obscures and 

dismisses non-formal economies, etc. 

Fisher recognises that any given society may be extremely "developed in ways 

that "don't count" in the traditional development model. For example, 'individuals who 

can best use, because they best understand, the gifts of nature - for food, for energy, 

for shelter, for crafts - are able to develop and prosper in ways unavailable to those 

who lack those skills." (Sale. 1991: 47). Similarly, Latouche (1993), argues that 

rather than subsistence living outside of the cash economy (which shows minimal 

dollar income) being the problem, and economic growth based on the cash economy 

being the solution, the rsverse is actually true. Although often overshadowed by 

Western academics, fundamentally new paradigms and visions which turn the 

existing order upside down, are being articulated from the margins of the dominant 
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development discourseM. For example, Thai philosopher and social activist 

Sivaraksa states that 

'From the Buddhist point of view, the generally recognised goals of development 

are completely backward. Economists measure development in terms of 

increasing currency and material items, fostering greed. Politicians see 

development in terms of increased power, fostering hatred. Both measure the 

results strictly in terms of quantity, fostering delusion. From the Buddhist point of 

view, development must aim at the reduction of these three poisons, not their 

increase. We must develop our spirit. Co-operation is always better than 

competition. . . when there are fewer desires there can be greater development. 

It is the reduction of desires that constitutes development. " (1992: 44). 

He goes on to state that "The restoration of balance and flexibility in our 

economics, technologies, and social institutions will be possible only with a profound 

change of values. . . A shift of values from self-assertion and competition to co- 

operation and social justice, from expansion to conservation, from material 

acquisition to inner growth would be of prime importance. ." (1992:53). 

Alternative visions of development are often closely linked to feminist bodies of 

knowledge which emphasise the necessity of balance between genders if there is to 

be balance in humanity's relationship to the earth and to each other (EisIer,1987). It 

is felt that a new people-centred (versus economic profit or growth centred) 

development definition seeks a new human consciousness 'in which the more 

nurturing. enabling, and conserving dimensions of female consciousness gain 

ascendance over the more aggressive, exploitative and competitive dimensions of 

male consciousness that have so long dominated the social and economic life of 

human societiesn (Korten, 1 990: 5). 

Zachariah reminds us that in order for a radical reversal of development 

ideology and practice to happen, 

'much that is new must happen: significant reduction in military expenditures; 

redirection of resources previously spent on militarisation towards programs to 

increase human security; protection of the environment; promotion of human 

25 Margin and cantre am not necessarily dikho(amrus. Depending on the 'axes of power/ privilege', a person 
can be simultaneously located in both. For example, a person within academia can still be marginal to the 
dominant discourses. 
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rights; appropriate economic and social development, to name just a few 

arenas for action"? 

Moreover, it is essential that the activities described above 'cannot happen unless 

the elites who control the commanding heights of the economy and polity are made 

more accountable to the people they govern or manipulate" (Ibid.) 

Based on his many years of involvement with the Sa~odaya Shramadana 

movement in Sri Lanka, Ariyaratne offers us the following 'reconstructed' definition 

of development: 

"Development is an integrated total process of awakening taking place in 

spiritual, moral, cultural, social, political, and economic dimensions of human 

beings as individuals, families, groups, village and urban communities, national 

communities and the human community as a whole" (Ariyaratne, 1991). 

The implications of Ariyaratne's definitions of development are profound. 

Examples of development indicators become community cohesion. a small 

'ecological foot-print', 'spiritual connectedness', social cohesion, community self- 

reliance and self-determination; community controlled justice, health, religious, and 

educational systems, and health as measured by general physical Mness and a low- 

fat, low sugar diet. Suddenly the locus of knowledge and expertise switches; 

countries like Canada becomes underdeveloped and countries previously labelled 

pejoratively as underdeveloped or primitive - such as Nepal, become the experts. If 

Ariyaratne's definition was informed the actions of international development bodies, 

the whole direction of development efforts would reverses dramatically. 

"You gotta say this for the white race - its self-confidence knows no bounds. 

Who else could go to a small island in the South Pacfic where there is no 

poverty, no crime, no unemployment, no war and no wony - and call it a 'primitive 

society'?" -Activist Dick 0reg04' 

C. CONVERGENCE BETWEEN THE DISCOURSES OF SOCIAL WORK AND 

The relationship between social welfare and social development . . . is a direct 

corollary of the relationshe between wea/th end poverty. Like the proverbial two 

course outline EDER 699.37, University of Calgary, Faculty of Education, 1997. 
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sides of the same coin, poverty is the antithesis of -81th and its seemingly 

inevitable by-product. All known patterns of wealth production in organised 

societies have leff a tmil of poverty in their wake. While this may seem an 

ovemimpl~cation of 8 wmplex process, the relationship is nd nearly as cryptic 

as conventional theories suggest. WeaRh enriches some while its production 

impoverishes others. Who becomes wealthy and who becomes poor in a 

society are functions of economics. How this happens is a function of politics. 

(lsmael, 1996, 77) 

In order to better understand the nature of ISW as intemational development 

practice, we can explore the convergence between the two discourse bodies of social 

work and development, which have been so influential in shaping the nature and 

identity of ISW. As noted in chapter three, there exists a close historical tie between 

the growth of both discourse bodies, with the growth of intemational humanitarian 

organisations being instrumental to the intemational spread of the profession of 

social work. Both discourses were similarly propagated upon the 'Third World' during 

the second half of the twentieth century through (largely US dominated) bodies such 

as the UN and other international humanitarian organisations. The intemational 

dissemination of both can be seen as closely tied to US interests of establishing 

political and ideological control globally. 

Besides sharing parallel historical ties, there is considerable convergence 

between the practice domains in which both operate. Both have a somewhat fluid 

identity, named in many ways fiom many perspectives, and draw their knowledge 

base from a broad variety of disciplines. While sharing broad humanitarian and 

altruistic goals and ideals, both employ similar language of self-help, empowerment, 

self-determination, basic needs, the aid of the poor and oppressed, and 

strengthening of marginalized communities. As such both tend to attract individuals 

guided by ideals of altruism and social justice; with strong motivations to 'help people' 

and to 'make a difference'. 

-- 

27 (as quoted by Roberts and Brandurn, 1895: 172) 
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Similady Contndictory Fundons 

While sharing common practice domains, goals, and ideals, as reflective of their 

'positionality' within broader power systems, both discourses also share similarly 

contradictory roles and functions. Neither social work nor development can be 

simplistically or unilaterally described as help or harm, for both play paradoxical roles 

in both liberation and oppression, empowerment and coercion, attempting structural 

change but often achieving only Band-Aid solutions. Both strive for fundamental 

social change and yet often (inadvertently) reinforce the status quo. Both speak of 

standing in solidarity with and advocating for those who are oppressed, yet often stop 

short of becoming politically engaged. 

While they seek to serve others, both contain a strong self-sewing element as 

well. Paradoxically, the goal of a fundamental redistribution of wealth and power to 

which both strive, is fundamentally against the interest of their practitioners, for this 

would ultimately put both out of 'business'. Thus, both discourse bodies are best 

understood dialectically, as expressions of both the best and worst in human nature; 

complex mixtures of altruism and self-interest. 

Despite the characterisation of both in popular consciousness as bodies of 

benevolence, to the extent that both fail to recognise their dialectica! role within 

oppressive power relationships, they perpetuate the status quo and limit their 

potential to be effective agents of social justice. Thus, despite the best intentions, 

both have been charged with exacerbating the very dynamics of poverty, inequality, 

marginalisatkn, dispossession and oppression they are trying to ostensibly seeking 

to transform. 

Practice of Both Dominated by Neo-liberal idbologies 

@ideology and discourse am aspects of the same phenomenon, regarded from 

two different standpoints" (Kress, 1985: 30) 

We have seen in previous chapters how ideology diredly informs practice. Wfihin 

both social work and development, a wide range of ideologies (from rugged 

individualism to a radical socialism) informs a wide range of practice activities- from 

small advocacy projects to large, bureaucratised social service delivery systems. Both 
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domains grew out of the charity model- the archetyw of well-meaning weatthy 

ladies giving charity - with little understanding of structural complexities or their own 

role within oppressive structures. This philanthropic model- riddled with 

condescension and a patronising approach to those being 'helped', continued to have 

considerable hold on the ideological climate of bath, despite challenges of more 

progressive, structural and collectivist perspectives. 

The paradigm ftom which both operate is also directly tied to the ideological 

climate of the bodies that fund their activities. Both social work and development 

activities are primarily funded by national governments and secondarily through non- 

profit, private, and religious bodies. Interestingly, while its influence has waned 

significantly in the twentieth century, the Christian church has played a major role as 
both the funding source and 'executing body' for activities in both domains. As closely 

tied to the broader political climate in which they are located, the funding bodies for 

both realms tend to operate predominantly from a neo-liberal, charity ideology in 

which more focus is placed on 'helping the poor', than on the redistribution of wealth 

and power. 

Both an, Upheld as 'UnJversaI Knowledge Systems' 

(Western knowledge) has been projected as above and beyond culture and 

politics. Its relationship with the project of economic development has been 

invisible; and therefore it has become a more effective legitimiser for the 

homogenisation of the world and the erosion of its ecological and cultural 

richness. The tyranny and hierarchy privileges that am part of the development 

drive are also part of the globalizing knowledge in which the development 

paradigm is roated and from which it den'ves its rationalisation and 

legitirnatisation. The power by which the dominant knowledge system has 

subjugated all oth8m makes it exclusive and undemocratic (Shive, 7993: 60). 

Both social work and development discourses have been constructed and 

propagated as unitary knowledge systems from what is in fact 'a particular cultural 

system with a particular relationship to power" (Shiva, 1993: 60). Despite postmodem 

critiques of overarching meta-theories, growing rejections of 'universal truths', and 
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repeated cases where such meta-thmries have 'failed', both social work and 

development have continued to be upheld as univenally applicable. As well, both 

share a common global mission of standardising knowledge syfiems around the 

world. As Airhihenbuwa states, 'development ideology valorises standardisation 

through the notion of universal truths in the name of a common global missionn (1995: 

x) - 
Both social work and development have upheld the superiority of Western 

theories and models for diagnosing and prescribing solutions for social problems in 

contexts very different from the white, urban, academic environments from which they 

were constructed. In their interface with traditional knowledge systems, both 

discourses have been patronising, dismissive, delegitimising, minimising, displacing, 

and co-opting. In upholding a parochial and patriarchal tradition of Western thought as 

the sole locus of knowledge, and denigrating the South as the lows of problems and 

in need of instruction, both discourses have been inherently ethnocentric, elitist, 

classist and racist. 

Within cross-cultural contexts, in both social work and development discourses, 

privilege and power are disproportionately accorded to those from the West or 

possessing Western knowledge systems, while local colleagues of equal or often 

greater levels of experience and expertise, are assigned 'lesser' roles of 'field worker' 

or 'assistant'. In failing to see beyond their own ethnocentric stereotypes, many social 

work and development 'experts' have failed to see how ridiculously inappropriate and 

mal-suited their models are to the very different cultural contexts in which they 

operate. In the process many have done more harm than good. 

D. IMPUCA TIONS FOR INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL WORK 

"Todayt many social wo&ers travel to other countries. . . to study, work and 

serve a consultants and advisers" (Hokenstad et al., 1992: 2). 

Popular conceptions of ISW as a practice activity may indude a social work 

professor doing an international sabbatical 'abroad', a student doing an international 

practicum placement, or a social work graduate gaining paid employment with an 

international NGO like Oxfam or the Red Cross. (The implicit directionality of each of 
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these examples is North to South). Coming from the dominant language, methods 

and knowledge system, it is relatively easy for (Northern) social workers to fit into the 

international development realm in various capacities. 

As such, is ISW simply 'professional tourismga by which privileged Northern 

social work 'experts' are able to travel and gain professional enhancement and status 

(as well as generous financial remuneration) for consulting, teaching, advising in 

'other countriesw (i-e.. the South)? Is ISW simply the perpetuation of overly exalted, 

computer wielding Western soda1 technocrats boosting their resumes through 

overpaid 'consultant work' in the South (with little or no real accountability of actual 

benefit to the local people). Is it altruistic Western professionals working with Western 

institutions to 'help the people' while in the process dismissing and displacing local 

expertise? e.g.) a Western social worker with UNHCR managing a refugee camp 

where there are already many highly experienced local social workers and leaders 

with community development skills. 

Increasingly, voices from the South have challenged the whole notion that 

external experts and consultants- flown in from contexts totally different from their 

own, are better suited than the nationals to solve their countries' problems. For 

example, in Nepal - a country that has been described as 'over-advised and under- 

nourished' a flooding of foreign experts of all descriptions from all comers of the 

world has occurred under the development banner. Increasingly, Nepalese have 

challenged the ideology which exclusively values the expertise of the foreign 

consultant who earns ten times the salary of a Nepal "with one-tenth of the skills or 

knowledge about the problem or the jobn (Bista, 1991: 148). 

The onus therefore is on those with privilege to accept or challenge the expert 

role 'naturally' ascribed to them. Just as it is men's responsibility, if they care about 

women's oppression, to challenge patriarchal systems and comments, and the 

responsibility of concerned heterosexuals to challenge homophobic remarks, it is the 

respondbilii of Western professionals to challenge the disproportionate privilege 

ascribed to them. To challenge the perpetuation of the imposition of Western models 

and the dismissal of expertise of local colleagues who know the situation far better 

than we ever will, requires first a conscious awareness of privilege systems. Much 

'' A phrase spontaneously coined by Dr. Maureen Wilson, my thesis advisor. in a thesis consultation 
conversation. 
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wisdom and sensitivity is required in discerning an appropriate role of advocacy 

within this process. 
And yet, the 'logic' of international development is certainly compelling. It 

seems only right that those in the North should 'lend a hand' to countries in the 

South, which are struggling to bewme 'developed'. 

The needs are so great in the South, surely our assistance is needed!? 

Surcly our economic and social progress give us something to 

contribute. Even if we can just do a little it will mean so much to them! 

As they lack expertise in how to manage and structure social s e ~ c e  

delivery systems themselves29, it is important that we go and train them 

so they can later take over ownership of the programs themselves. In 

doing so we can empower them to learn to help themselves! Because 

their governments are so corrupt it is better for us to go in and offer 

direct assistance rather than to just hand over money. 

Analysis Informs the Naturr, and Focus of Practice 

"The first condition for changing reality is to understand it. " 

-Eduarrlo Galeano (1973: 289). 

In my undergraduate social work classes, I was taught that the first step in 

problem solving for the social worker is to identify the problem, and to identify 

connections between inter-linking factors involved; to fully examine 'the person in the 

environment'. 'Problem definition . . . is a part of the process of framing the problem, 

of deciding what we will pay attention to' (Compton 8 Galaway, 1989: 373). How 

does ISW understand reality in order to attempt to change it? How does it decide 

what to pay attention to? (Ironically, while over time the focus of social work has 

narrowed to a very micro and parochial orientation, never before have problems with 

which social work engages been so globally interconnected). 

If ISW fowws on Were the symptoms of oppression and inequality are the 

most glaring, then its greatest focus will naturally lie in countries of the South. This 
- -  - 

" I had the opportunity to ask Diane Marlot- Minister Ik International Cwpefation in 1999 why only 
Canadian expertise was recognised in development projects, to which she replied 'Frankly my dear, there 
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pathologising of the South has been the traditional focus of ISW adivities. As 

language and power of attaching labels remains "very much an ongoing political 

issue" (Graveline, 1998: 22). the identification of the 'Third World' as being the 

appropriate target for ISW adivities is inherently political. To focus on the South is to 

operate from the charity model. The following excerpt from Friedlander's text 

International Social Wefare, written in 1975, is an excellent example of this 

perspective. 

'One serious obstacle to raising the general standard of living in the developing 

countries is the fact that the political and economic power lies in the hands of a 

small ruling minority. The masses remain apathetic, seemingly satisfied with their 

poverty, malnutrition, and exclusion from participation in the government. This 

majority is rarely organised in labour or in any political party, does not feel 

responsible for the fate of their nation, and does not take any initiative to change 

its condition or to gain access to the progress which the ruling group enjoys. 

Frequently religious beliefs support this apathy, by preventing equalisation of 

social and health conditions." (Friedlander, 1975: 219). 

According to Friedlander- and those he represented - to be a 'developing' country is 

to live without the education, health and political systems of the "advancedw 

countries30. The goal of international social work activities is thus to help Wem' 

become like us; to reach Rostow's ideal state of mass consumption. 

'Donde hay opresion, hay msistencia" -where there is oppression there is 

resistance. The dominant development model has often operated on the 

presumption that people do not even know they are oppressed, as can be seen in the 

excerpt from Friedlander's book above which speaks of 'the apathetic masses who 

remain seemingly satisfied with their poverty. - .". No matter how feeble, there is 

always some local forms of resistances to any particular oppression. To rewgnise 

the local presence of resistance to oppression is very different than going in starting 

our own show. 

isn't a lot of expertise in most of the countries we work inw. 
30 He also states. 'in all cultures respect for the dignity and integrity of man b recognized as the very core of 
social work education, especially in cultures the s d & y  does not embrace this value system and 
therefore is in need of social and psychological change.' (Frisdlander,l975; 201).ln this excerpt Friedlander 
is dearly referring to countries of the South (though today we could see his statemant as better fitting 
Western societies- not to mntion the unintendsd irony of his gander exdusive language). 
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Conversely, attention to voices of critique of dominant international 

development structures, as well as an awareness of We role of Northern nations in 

perpetuating poverty will lead to a fundamentally diiemnt focus of ISW activities. If 

ISW is based on an analysis that identifies the roots of inequality as lying with 

structures based in the NoRh, its focus and methods will be directed accordingly. For 

example, Latouche emphasises that the greatest changes need to occur not in the 

South but in the North where unfettered consumption patterns cause millions of 

people to lack sufficient access to resources (Latouche, 1993). At the same time, 

many theorists from the South have expressed that for Northerners to continue to go 

help in the south is not only unhelpful but presumptuous and paternalistic. They 

assert that the best help is for us to stay at home and work in our own contexts. For 

example, Samir Amin states that 'the only possible progressive intervention by the 

West in the affairs of the Third World is non-intewention" (Arnin, 1993: 138). 

As informed by such an analysis, instead of focussing on the powerless, ISW can 

focus intervention efforts at the powerful - a much more effective (though arguably 

more difficult and far less glamorous) act of solidarity than to simply 'go over to help'. 

Instead of joining the UN, or teaching Western versions of social work in non- 

industrialised countries, ISW 'as a distinct practice activity' could be about challenging 

IMF policies, UN inefficiencies, and incongruencies between stated goals and 

practices of both NGOs and government aid departments. 

Dialectics of Cultural Interventionism 

As it has thus far been defined, the raison d'gtre of ISW as a practice activity has 

been to strengthen social work presence in the domain of international development. 

If international social work is 'a distinctive area of practice" (Hokenstad et al., 1995: 

4), how and from what is it distinct? How 4s ISW practice informed by the many 

criticisms of the dominant models of both social work and development? If social care 

traditions exist in all cultures, where/ is there a place for (Northern} social workers to 

intervene in 'other' (Southern) cultures? Is it always an a d  of presumption for 

Northerners to go work in the South- in any capacity; is there never a place for 

international (N-S) intervention efforts? 

From what definition of development does ISW operate? If ISW practice is 

informed by Ariyaratne's definition of development, where/ does it have a place in the 
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broader development systems and structuras? To be directed by radically 

different development visions threatens to profoundly challenge the existing order of 

taken for granted power relationships. If it is determined that these bodies are so 

problematic that they are more oppressive than liberating, can ISW retain a 

commitment to social justice and anti-oppressive practice, and work within them? 

What are the costs of engaging in such bodies? What are the costs of not engaging? 

Of course, there can be no unilateral prescriptive answer to these crucial 

questions of where ISW efforts should be focused. To say there is never a place for 

Northerners to engage in the South, that we should only focus on ourselves, is not 

only simplistic but unrealistic. Speaking to this tension of working inside or outside of 

existing (problematic) systems, Mullaly suggests that 'structural social workers' 

should engage in efforts of reformation and transformation of systems from both 

within and without. The challenge is to not become totally subsumed or submerged 

under these dominant systems and yet to not become completely removed, 

disengaged or divorced from them either. Such a dialectical analysis requires a 

recognition of specificity, complexity, and contradictions. 

Moreover, to not intervene in the face of oppression is to fail not only our 

professional mandate to address oppression, but also our role as human beings. In 

the face of fundamental injustices, to simply withdraw and disengage in the name of 

'non interference' or 'cultural relativismg- thus absolving ourselves of responsibility is 

to fail our fellow human beings. To not intervene in contexts such as the genocide in 

Rwanda, Bhutanese refugee crisis in Nepal, etc., is not neutral, but rather 

demonstrates complicity to injustice. To not engage internationally is to deny the 

inextricable interconnections between all of us. 

If we believe that oppression and injustice are linked and interconnected at a 

global level, then theoretically this means that social workers have a role to play in 

any activity which seeks to challenge poverty and oppression in any context. Paulo 

Freire addresses the issue of cultural interventionism and cultural relativism by 

stating that any given society has both life enhancing and life degrading aspects, 

which are essentially "cultural and historical, and if it is cuftural and historical, it can 

be changed. And if it can be changed, it's not unethical to put the possibility of 

change on the table. The question though is whether this is a job for 'outsiders' or 

not" (emphasis added) (1 990: 132). Freire goes on to warn that 



117 
'Without understanding the soul of the culture we just invade the culture. 

(but). . my respect for the soul of the culture does not prevent me ftom trying, 

with the people, to change some conditions that appear to me as obviously 

against the beauty of being human" (Friere, 1990: 1 31). 

In order to play effedively the role of 'change agent' in a culture significantly 

different from ones own a linguistic and cultural fluency b absolutely essential. Such 

fluency cannot be condensed into a week or month long orientation, but rather 

requires many years of learning with attention and humility. Effective community 

development work also requires continuity in relationship building. My practicurn 

experience with an internationally funded 'grassroots development' project in Nepal 

reinforced my conviction that such work is most effective when done by those who are 

from within rather outside of the culture at hand. When attempted by 'outsiders', 

community development is often characterised by much blundering, mis- 

understanding and inappropriate behavioud interventions. Thus, I wondered, in 

recognition that most contract work for international development organisations is 

relatively short-term (up to two year appointments) is it presumptuous and inherently 

problematic for social workers (from over-industrialised countries) to go to presume to 

practice community development in 'other' (typically non-industrialised countries)? 

Going Overseas to Recover what we Lost 

If you have come to help us, you are wasting your time. But if you have come 

because your liberation is bound up with ours, let us work together. 

-Rose Gmgoire, lnnu woman3' 

Despite the importance of questioning the legitimacy of the place of Northerners 

in the South, in reality - due to the current global distribution of power resources 

(which are unlikely to change any time soon), the majority of ISW activities will likely 

continue to be from North to South. Thus perhaps it is better to ask 'how' rather than 

'whether' Northerners can engage in the South. Pernaps the question of who goes 

where is not as important as under what ideology they go. If we (Northerners) are 

driven by a saviour mentality, our presence is likely to be resented, and we are also 

variously cited by various sources 
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in danger of resenting those who are not gtateful for our efforts. Convemely, if our 

actions are underpinned by honesty, humility, respect, and a genuine desire to leam. 

then both ourselves and the communities we work with may gain something. 

Wilson 8 Whitmore provide an alternative model of engaging in intemational 

development. They define acbmpaAiento, or 'accompanying the process" as 'a 

process of sharing and mutual support. . . . a form of development co-operation that 

goes beyond the financial relationship and is based on mutual knowledge, a common 

commitment, and solidarity" (Clinton 1991: 63) as the appropriate model for social 

workers to engage in these issues. In this model the foreigner clearly plays a back 

seat role of support rather than ring-leader role of control. 

I would like to propose another framework for intemational engagement, in 

which the goal is not so much to 'help*, as to humbly leam and seek to recover what 

we, in the Western countries, have lost. Recognising that our own 'liberation* is tied 

to the liberation of all who are poor and oppressed, we go not to teach but to learn. 

In the next chapter we will discuss the many ways that we have become the 

dispossessed ones; that we have lost important pieces - necessary for our survival, 

which other cultures are still in touch with. 

ISW as a Creative Synthesis of its two Founding Discourse Bodies 

5. .the most creative thinking occurs at the meeting places of disc@lines. At the 

centre of any tradition, it is easy to become blind to alternatives. At the edges, 

where lines are blurred, it is easier to imagine that the world might be different. 

Vision sometimes arises fmm confusion. " -M. C. 

Bateson, (1 989.- 73). 

As informed by a critical analysis of the historical contexts and power interests 

from which both were shaped. ISW can play a creative synthesis role in bridging its 

two founding discourse bodies. While both social work and development discourses 

share blind spots common to the Western, Eurocentric wnsciousness from which 

they were derived, in many ways their knowledge bases complement one another. 

The social work traditionally has focused its analysis and intervention strategies on 

the specific contexts of Western societies, while tending to ignore the broader 
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international context in which it is located. Meanwhile, the development tradition 

has tended to focus its analysis and intervention strategies exclusively on the 

contexts of Southern societies, ignoring problems of poverty, inequality, and 

oppression within the North. Neither has been strong at linking an analysis of the 

problems and solutions occurring in both hemispheres. Thus, without be limited to a 

sole identification with either, ISW can creatively integrate and draw from the best of 

both of these traditions, creating a unique synthesis of the two. 

For example, social work has a strong tradition of identifying how ideologies 

influence social service delivery models. International humanitarian organisations 

traditionally have given very little attention to the ideolagies from which they operate. 

The charity model - which informs most development activities - has long been 

identified, critiqued and debated in social work, resulting in the articulation of 

structural social work. While this framework remains marginal to the dominant social 

work discourse, it provides a sophisticated analysis of and focus on the inter-linking 

root causes of poverty, inequality and oppression, rather than their symptoms. From 

its structural tradition, social work has developed a strong conviction in the necessity 

of universal services and standards, an idea that tends to get lost in the development 

focus on individual projects. Moreover, the skills gained from social work's 

longstanding involvement in social policy can be transferred to policy development 

for international humanitarian organisations. 

Conversely, despite its expressed interest in this area, because it has been so 

clinically focused, social work in the North has not developed a strong community 

development (c.d.) tradition. The development tradition, on the other hand, has 

developed a broad and multidisciplinary body of community development theory and 

practice methods. This tradition includes a wide variety of innovative grassroots c.d. 

strategies such as micro-credl groups, co-operatives, popular education and popular 

theatre, appropriate scale technologies, traditional medicinal knowledge reclamation, 

and collective resource management. Thus both theory and practice bases can be 

seen as complementary to one another. 

Chapter Summary 

International development practice is a popular construct of ISW, and a main 

reason for developing ISW has been to strengthen social work's links to international 
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humanitarian organisations. The development domain in which international 

humanitarian organisations operate is complex and ideologically charged. Around the 

world, development as Western intervention has been c h a w  with exacerbating the 

polarisation of wealth (both on national and international levels), dispossessing 

people from their land and traditions, and devastating uniquely local specific 

ecologies and cultures. By better understanding the nature of international 

development practices, we can better understand the nature of the organisations that 

operate in this arena, and thus be able to ascertain ISWs role within these 

structures. 

By examining the convergence between the two discourse bodies of social 

work and development which have most influenced the ISW discourse, we can better 

understand the implicit ideologies and power relations from which ISW is likely to 

operate. While both have been upheld as global discourses of altruism and social 

care with a common mandate of aiding the poor, due to their location in power 

relationships, both also contain many contradictory functions. Both have perpetuated 

the unilateral and unidirectional imposition upon the South of Western knowledge 

systems and methods of social care. The charity model from which both essentially 

operate, focuses on the symptoms rather than causes of inequities and protects the 

status quo. 

Thus, insofar as ISW operates from the dominant assumptions and power 

relations of the disciplines from which it has been constructed, it will likely conduct 

ISW practice as essentially a North-South activity. As an emerging discourse body, 

now is the time and opportunity for decisions to be made about how and where ISW 

fits into existing structures, how it defines development, and how it will be 'distinct'. 

Without taking the time to engage in structural power analysis, whether as a 

comparative discussion or international development practice activity, ISW will likely 

default to an exclusive identification is with Western epistemologies and 

methodologies of social care. Thus ISW practice will be not only ethnocentric and 

paternalistic but racist. 



CHAPTER VI: ISWAS AN IDEAL 

=it is essential for social wrkem to have an international perspective and 

understanding to be effktive practitioners in today's wrfd" (Midgley A 
Hokenstad ef al., 7997: 4) 

'International social work is becoming not only desirable, but inevitable" (Hams, 

f990: 203). 

After all this exploration of power relationships, ideology, and discourses, we 

come back full circle to the question with which we began this study; What does 

international social work really mean? By looking at ISW as 'social work within the 

international realm,' the previous chapters have variously explored ISW as; rooted 

within the historical context of professional imperialism; as a cross-cultural 

comparative exchange, and as practice within the realm of intemational humanitarian 

organisations. We have seen ISW as a construct that emerged from, was named by 

and addressed to the agendas and perspective of those in the West. We learned that 

as it has been constructed thus far, both as an exchange and practice activity, ISW 

privileges those whose first language is English, who have post-secondary training in 

a Western education system, and are part of a Westem-style professional 

association. In both constructs, we saw that ISW perpetuates the dominant pattern of 

North-to-South transfer of knowledge. Can ISW transcend the existing constraints of 

the dominant norms of cross-cultural comparison or cross-cultural intentention? 

In chapter two we explored how a critical analysis of any discourse body 

requires purpose, critique, and vision, and is incomplete without a prescriptive piece. 

Thus, if it stopped at a critical (descriptive) analysis of ISW and did not provide a 

prescriptive visioning, or address the 'so what' piece, this work would not only miss 

an important opportunQ, but it would fail to meet the criteria of critical research. 

1 herefore, this in final chapter we move from a critique of the real to an articulation of 

the ideal - from deconstructing the politics of deceit to exploring politics of hope. As 

the social action tradition teaches, when attempting to effect change, it is important to 

'name the moment* - to identify the current discourses and the power systems in 
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which they are embedded, and the 'space' available to influence tbse  structures. 

The following section will thus open by 'naming the moment' of where we now stand, 

as a species and planet, at the beginning of the twenty-find century. 

A. KOYAANISQA7Sl- THE WORLD OUT OF BALANCE 

! think there are good reasons for suggesting that the modem age has ended. 

Today, many things indicate that we am going through a transifional period, 

when it seems that something is on the way out and something else is painfully 

being born. It is 8s if something wem crumbling, decaying and exhausting 

itself, while something else, still indistinct, were arising from the nibble. 

-V&clav Have1 (as quoted by Korten, 7 995: I )  

The context in which social work operates today is radically different from that 

of the industrialising societies from which it emerged over a century ago. The 

profession today is set against the larger backdrop of a planet in crisis - sustaining 

multiple forms of 'imbalance', as manifested in horrifying poverty, alarmingly frequent 

and intensifying ecological crises, widening gap between rich and poor, escalating 

conflicts, massive-scale human suffering, spiritual depression, war and oppression. 

These can all be seen as manifestations of Koyaanisqatsi - a Hopi word which 

means crazy life; life in turmoil; life out of balance; life disintegrating; a state of life 

that calls for another way of living (Reggio, 1982). Koyaanisqatsi is a wonderful way 

to sum up all that is wrong with the dominant Western models for living in this world. 

"Imbalance is the overall diagnosis Traditionalists have of current Western 

processes" (Graveline, 1998: 76). 

The modernist era of the twentieth century has been replaced with the 

postmodern world in which old paradigms are being fundamentally challenged. 

Ideologically, the neo-liberal paradigm which was beginning to form when social work 

in the West was beginning, has now achieved near-global hqemony. At the same 

time however, never have movements of resistance to the globalism that is 

concomitant with this paradigm, been as strong and as well-connected to one 

another. The Eurocentric consciousness from which social work grew, and came to 
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be disseminated all over the world, is slowly being replaced by a growing 

awareness that those in the North need to learn from the traditions formerly 

dismissed in the previous centuries of colonialism. 

More than ever before in history, the twenty-first century is one in which we are 

all interconnected; through the forces of globalism, the internet, jet travel, and 

consumer culture. The metaphor of the world as a global village highlights the 

finitude of natural resources, and the potential for conflict in 'some small corner' to 

seriously disrupt the whole. Intensifying ecological and humanitarian crises around 

the world are highlighting the interconnections that the modernist paradigm 

separated and dichotomised- (nation states from each other, ecology from human 

society, souls from bodies, local from global). Ironically, despite such 

interconnections, perhaps never before has there been such pervasive alienation- of 

human beings from each other, from the land, and from the means of achieving self- 

sufficiency as our ancestors practised for millennia before us. 

The world we now live in is very much a product of the Western paradigm of 

development, of what has been regarded as our 'superior' models and ideologies. 

However, the lofty gains that Western 'civilisation' has achieved have come at an 

equally lofty price. The Western model of development may be best summed up as 

development gone wrong; mal-development. Many of the most pressing problems 

facing the world such as the global ecological crisis stem directly from the modernist 

scientific paradigm that has dominated and fractured Western thought for five 

centuries. Western hegemony has been so successful that alarming amounts of 

diversity in all realms have been all but extinguished. 

In the past two centuries we have moved from the majority of the world living 

closely to the land, and consuming relatively few resources, to the majority living in 

unlovely cities, dispossessed from a direct relationship to the land. Our technological 

and economic progress has cost us the meaning and practice of community, as 

control of local economies has been almost completely transferred to the hands of 

multinational elite. Our development vision has led to not only environmental but 

also cultural and social erosion. Spiritual values have been replaced with 

materialism, and connection to the land has bmn replaced with objectification of the 

land as an object to be exploited. Globally we are in a mess- in a profound state of 
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imbalance. All the world's leading scientists have agreed that to continue within 

the same consciousness, is to commit global suicide. 

The following excerpt from Andrei Tarkovsky's film The Sacrifice, in which 

Alexander -an elderly and esteemed Swedish scientist is speaking to his son, 

speaks beautiilly to our situationY. 

'Look here my boy, we've lost our way. Humanity is also on the wrong road, a 

dangerous road. . . Man has defended himself always . . . against other men, 

against Nature. He has constantly violated Nature. The resutt is a civilisation 

built on force, power, fear, dependence. All our Yechnological progress' has 

only provided us with comfort, a sort of stendad, and instruments of violence for 

keeping power. We are like savages! We use the microscope like a cudgel! 

No . . . that's wrong . . . savages are more spiritual than we! As soon as we 

make a scientific breakthrough we put it to use in the senrice of evil. And as for 

standard, some wise man once said that sin is that which is unnecessary. If that 

is so, then our entire civilisation is built on sin, from beginning to end. We have 

acquired a dreadful disharmony; an imbalance if you will, between our material 

and our spiritual development. Our culture is defective. I mean our civilisation. 

Basically defective, my boy!" 

Poverty and Inequality 

"Poverty is lack of opportunity, lack of freedom. It is hunger and malnutrition, 

disease and lack of basic social services. It is a policy failure that degrades 

people - - those who suffer it, and those who tolerate it. It is an equity gap 

between countries and within countries. Poverty is still the gravest insult to 

human dignity. Poverty is the scar on humenrty's face. " 

-Gro Harlem Bn~ndtland, Pnine Minister of Norway, 1996 

Far from eradicating poverty and inequality, the Western model of development 

and progress has exacerbated the very factors it set out to address, so that it can 

now be said that 'poverty has a global face" (Gray & Bemstein, 1994: 149). The 

statistics of poverty and suffering for the world we live in are simply staggering. Of 

32 1986: Svenska Filrninstituten 
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the six billion people who now inhabii this planet, one quarter are starving. One in 

three of the world's children are being denied adequate food, education, and health 

care. Oxfam International estimates that 800 million people on the earth are severely 

malnourished, 1.3 billion have no access to safe water or sanitation, and every day 

35,000 children die needlessly as a result of poverty; with relatively few of these 

deaths related to famines5. According to 1999 UN statistics, every 3.6 seconds 

someone dies of hunger, and 3/r of these deaths occur with children who are under 

the age of five years. Every year, an estimated 13 to 18 million people, primarily 

children, die from hunger and related diseases" (Hoff, 1997: 30). 

The overwhelming magnitude of global poverty is directly linked to the 

fundamental (and less acknowledged) problem of global inequitable distribution of 

wealth, power, and resources. Vandana Shiva descn'bes how 'poverty is a creation of 

a world-view that has pitted people against nature' (2000: 17). Cox concurs; 

There can be no avoiding the conclusion that poverty and oppression are the 

consequences of societies which are dominated by economic, social, and 

political systems that exclude, oppress, or marginalise selected categories of 

people." (Cox, 1995,4). 

We live in a world that is increasingly polarised between the 'have's and have 

nots'; between 'centre' and 'periphery', in which those on the periphery each year 

become increasingly dispossessed while the wealth and power of those in the centre 

each year becomes more concentrated. Those in the North control and consume 

80% of the world's wealth" and a mere 387 people control 45% of the world's wealth 

(Hawken, 1993: xii). The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) reports that 

the income gap between the poorest and richest fifth of the world's people, measured 

by average per capita national income, increased from 30:l in 1960 to 741 in 1997. 

It also states that many countries are now experiencing income inequalities at levels 

not recorded since the last century (Ibid.). 

It is a shameful irony that while one in five people on this planet are chronically 

hungry or starving, pre-occupied with obtaining enough food to feed themselves and 

their families, and over half art, undernourished, millions of dollars are spent each 

year to get the over-fed thinner. The United States alone supports a $33-billion-a- 

year diet industry and a $300-million cosmetic surgery industry (Wolf, 1991: 17). 

a The Campaigner, Fall 1997 
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While nearly a quarter of American children between the ages of 6 and 17 am 
obese, half of South Asia's children are malnourished and in Africa one in every three 

children is underweight? Whik the global majority struggles to obtain enough to live 

by, shelves in North American book stores groan with advise on 'simplifying your life'. 
Power and wealth disparity is also striking along lines of gender. M i l e  most of 

the richest people in the world are men, most of the poorest paople in the world a n  

women. Bill Gates. a single individual, has more wealth (last recorded at sixty 

billion) than many nation-states combined. Meanwhile poverty has forced a million 

children (mostly girls) into prostitution. In the North, 2/3 of those who earn minimum 

wage are women. All around the world women earn less than men for work of equal 

value. 

What is astounding is not only the tremendous income disparity between and 

within nations, but also the resistance to change this inequality. The UNDP calculates 

that "Relief (defined in terms of debt stock and debt service) to the 20 worst affected 

countries would cost between $5.5 billion and $7.7 billion, less than the cost of one 

stealth bomber (1997: 4). Similarly, 'to provide universal access to basic social 

services and transfers to alleviate income poverty would cost roughly $80 billion - 
less than the combined net worth of the seven richest men in the world" (Ibid.). 

Globalism as the Third Wave of lmperfulism 

Globalisation is a new word for imperialism, but one which masks the relations of 

power. (Barraclough, 1997, as quoted by Wilson & Whitmore, 1998: 22). 

If the first wave of imperialism was colonialism (the physical occupation of 

colonised people), the second was neo-colonialism (international bodies such as the 

VVTO, GATT, the IMF and other TNCs reinforcing the power relations established in 

the first wave). Today corporate capitalism and globalism can be seen to constitute 

the third wave of imperialism- this time by intellectual and cultural colonisation and 

global homogenisation (Zachariah, 1996). Held et al. (1999) suggest that what is 

distinctive about the contemporary form of global imperialism, is 'its complexity, 

magnitude and institutionalisation" (as quoted by Wilson 8 Whitmore, 2000: 185). 

34 New Internationalist 1999 World Almanac 
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So it has been for four centuries now, a remarkable synergistic combination 

of a creative and explanatory system of ideas with a powerful political construct 

and a successful economic process - each hand, if I may put it that way, 

washing the other. (Sale, 1991: 20) 

In the unipolar, post-modem world in which we now l ie ,  corporate hegemony is 

virtually complete and there is no longer any society ijntouched by globalism, even in 

places previously thought to be 'pristine' and untouched by external forces. Wilson & 

Whit more define globalism as the ideological orientation be hind neoliberal policies of 

structural adjustment programs (SAPs). Typical characteristics of SAPs include: cuts 

in govemment spending, privatisation of public enterprises, currency devaluation. 

high interest rates, and deregulation of wages and prices (2000: 14). Free trade 

agreements ensure that those with the most capital are able to invest wherever they 

want with minimal interference or competition from anyone else. Moreover, the 'free 

trade agreements and structural adjustment policies associated with globalism have 

the effect of reducing the capacity - and right- of governments to protect their citizens 

from these impacts" (Wilson & Whitmore, 2000: 15). 'Economic globalisation is 

serving to accelerate ongoing pracesses of exacerbation of global inequalities" 

(Wilson 8 Whitmore, 1998: 14). While the middle class shrinks and the ranks of those 

in poverty swells, the world is controlled by an increasingly concentrated group of 

faceless trans-national corporate elite. Nearly one-third of the world's 2.2 billion 

workers are unemployed as corporations automate and 'shed' staff (Finn, 1996:2), 

while 'two-thirds of the world cannot be incorporated into the market-driven societyn 

(Georges, 1997: 7). 'The globalisation of the world marketplace represents the most 

dramatic structural change since the industrial revolution. Alarmingly, these changes 

are occumng with remarkably little public debate" (Wilson 8 Whitmore, 1998: 8). 

Tied to globalism is the push for standardisation and concomitant repression of 

diversity. 

Industrial culture, in the name of efficiency or modernity or economy, seeks 

uniformity, interchangeability. routinisation and conformity: it works toward one 

language, one cummcy, one bourse, one government, one measuring system, 

one kind of popular music, one styk of medicine, one design of office Mock, one 

type of university. The tide seems well-nigh unstanchable and its signs are 

everywhere: whole nations given over to a single product, cities to a single 
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industry, fanns to a single crop, factories to a single article, people to a single 

job, jobs to a single motion. That is the way not of stability but of precariousness. 
not of empowerment but of slavery, not of health but of sicknessn (Sale, 1991: 

106). 

Pan-global Shrinking of the f ublic Sector 

Economic cn'ses, restructuring of economies, the maintenance of high 

unemployment and mass migration are some of the factors which are Muencing 

the nature and texture of services operating in national and international social 

wetfare areas (Doyle, 1996: 214). 

As the boundaries of nation states crumble in the face of increasing power of 

trans-national corporations (TNCs), across post-industrialised societies the welfare 

state is being systematically dismantled. Mullaly argues that 'the crisis of the welfare 

state can only be understood by seeing it within the context of the larger international 

economic crisis" (I 993: 19). He wryly observes that 'the great irony of the welfare 

state crisis is that we seem to be returning to the very conditions that gave rise to the 

welfare state in the first place' (Mullaly, 1993: 22). Recognising that 'the issue of 

responsibility for social provision to the needy is at the core of the ideological debate 

about the welfare staten (1988: 3), lsmael describes how the shift to privatisation of 

social services represents 

a means of rationalising social spending in a market economy and restraining 

the rate of growth of the public social services in a period of increasing demand 

for services. The shift of responsibility for service provision from public servants 

to private markets provides a political buffer against public discontent in an era 

of fiscal restraint and economic restructuring, and an administrative buffer 

against service accountability' (1 988: 3). 

The dynamic of globalism is concomitant with the pan-global shift to the political 

right in which social services are viewed as 'extras', 'uncompetitive', 'barriers to 

trade', and 'lacking in market value'. Under austerity measures imposed by the IMF 

and World Bank, both industrialised and non-industrialised nations are decreasing 

their social spending and privatising formally publicly-funded social services. Often 
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under the guise of 'citizen empowerment', these responsibilities are being 

downloaded to 'non3ovemment organisations, families and the dispossessed 

themselves" (Doyle, 1996: 214). Vaillancourt observes that 'privatisation goes hand 

in hand with a process of state withdrawal- It represents the reverse side of 

nationalisation" (1988: 143). Ironically, "as social work itself is becoming more 

professionalised, sociaf service provision may be becoming more deprofessionalisedn 

(Ismael, 1988: 8). 

This dynamic toward privatisation is occurring not only within national social 

services but also international social services and humanitarian organisations. Doyle 

speaks of how "there appears to be a re-emergence of cartel-like organisations - 
movements toward larger, centralised and/ or differentiated market-driven and 

business-oriented organisational formsw (1996: 214). He describes this process as 

the 'cartelisation'" of social services, whereby organisations attempt 'to rationalise 

their planning and their market share amid the vagaries of the . . . marketdriven 

demands to serve customers" (Doyle, 1996: 223). 

Global Ecological Crisis 

'We can stop very quickly and think about what this means. If we lose our 

hands, we can still live. . .our legs, our noses, our hair - all kinds of other things 

- we can still live. But if we lose the sic we will die immediately. If we lose the 

water, the plants, the eadh, the animals we will die. We are more dependent 

upon those things than we are upon what we call the body. As a matter of fact, 

we don't really have a body separate from these other things. " (Forbes, 7979r3, 

as quoted by Graveline, 1998: 56). 

The political and economic systems - which have been seen as the culmination 

of the 'greatness' of Western civilisation, have been directly responsible for the 

current global-scale ecological crisis jeopardising our planet (Daly 8 Cobb, 1994). 

The mechanics of globalism spring from power refations embedded in Western 

cultures, in which the earth is viewed as a limitless resource to be exploited. Hoff 

states that 3he environmental crisis has provided a new prism through which to view 

the hidden assumptions and values, latent power relationships, and destructive social 



130 
patterns of the modern industrialid world' (Hoff, 1997: 41). Similarly, Coates 

states that We pressures to exploit Earth am the same pressures which result in 

social injustice. . . that wherever the Earth is exploited and polluted there is social 

injustice' (2000: 5). Or, as Sale summarises. 'At the cote of the modem global 

economy is, of course, the myth of progress, usually defined as my betterment and 

material enrichment, never mind about you or your ecosystemsa (2000:60). 

The statistics describing the ecological crisis the planet now faces are 

staggering. Species extinction, loss of forests, increasingly erratic weather, loss of 

bio-diversity, are all so alarming it is tempting to want to stick one's head in the sand! 

Over the past 60 years the world's rural population has doubled, the urban population 

has increased tenfold, causing soil loss and the multiple problems of urbanisation 

(Hoff, 1997: 30). Ninety per cent of the fisheries of the world are neat collapse 

(Shiva, 200: 17). Since the industrial revolution, carbon dioxide levels have increased 

by thirty per cent, (May, E. 2000). Through urbanisation and mechanisation, each 

year almost 6 billion tons of carbon dioxide are released into the atm~sphere~~(~off .  

1997: 30). As a result, we now have a situation in which we no longer can speak of 

'normal weather' (Horsman, P. 2000); increasingly chaotic weather patterns define a 

common experience for all people in all places. 

However, though the onus of the global ecological devastation falls largely on 

the industrialised North, the effects are often more visible in the South. As a result of 

the mal-development of the North' there is a huge ecological debt owed by the North 

to the South (Kennedy, D. 2000). In the 1990s, more people have been displaced by 

weather than war (disproportionately in the South), and forty billion dollars have been 

spent globally on extreme weather events (Boston, A. 2000). 

Global Social Crisis 

The tearing down of the Iron Cuttain and the fall of Communist dictatorships 

has not led to an idyllic en, of peace and co-opemtion among nations. The m- 
emergence of nationalism end tribeism, the increase in neo-fascist groups end 

violence against minor&s, wars and persecution have given rise to mess 

population movements among nations and internal strife within nations. 

35 The US and Canada are two of the largest offenders; Canada being the highest per capita energy user in 
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Insecure economic situatbns, restructuring of emnomks, the maintenance 

of high unemployment and mass migration contribute to nations finding ways to 

guard their boundaries against the movement of potential migrants and 

refugees. (Ismael, 1996: 19). 

Tied to the ecological and economic crises described above, are multiple social 

crises, manifested in multiple ways at the global, regional and local levels. *As the 

quest for progress, growth and profit has led to the exploitation of Earth, many 

groups of people have been systematically exploited and impoverished directly 

through the exploitation of their labour, or by the destruction and disruption of their 

livelihoods, or as a direct consequence of environmental destructionw (Coates, 2000: 

5) - 
Wagner asserts that 'it is all too evident that the world economy increasingly 

affects social cohesion at the local level" (1997: 55). Communities all over the world 

are struggling with conflict, economic depression, out-migration, the break-down of 

social ties, and loss of democracy; all cofactors of globalism. Globalism is 

fundamentally undermining social cohesion from the Himalayas to the Amazon to 

African Sahara. Massive human displacement in the form of refugee populations, 

displacement from AIDS/ HIV, and environmental disasters are mounting. Peralta 

(1996) asserts that the growing number of street children is among the most pressing 

child welfare problems today, with UNICEF estimating that there are at least 40 

million street children world wide. As well, in Africa alone, it is estimated that by the 

year 2010, forty million children will be orphaned by parents and guardians who have 

died of Al DS (Lewis, 2000). 

6. SHIFTTNG ORDERS 

'There are people in the West beginning to reelise the hem caused by their way 

of life. Their recognition of the limits of Western Cartesian thought, beliefs, and 

values is the fitst step towards humility and the willingness to learn from other 

societies. " (Sivaraksa, 1992: 50) 

- - -- 

the world (Ostrowski, J. 2000). 
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We live in a paradoxical time. At the same time as there is unprecedented 

hegemony of thought and models at the ma- economic and political level, never 
before have there been so many challenges to these unitary theories. The modem 

age in which Western professions were formed is giving way to the postmodern era 

in which all the old 'truths' of predictability, causality, neutrality, equilibrium, upon 

which the professions were built are being fundamentally challenged. The 

Enlightenment triumph of Yhe mechanical, the tangible, the quantifiable, the 

utilitarian, the linear, and the divisible, as against the organic, the spiritual, the 

incalculable, the mysterious, the circular, and the holistic" (Sale, 1991: 19) is now 

being re-assessed. 

The belief that all these fragments - in ourselves, in our environment, and in 

our society - are really separate has alienated us from nature and from our 

fellow human beings, and thus has diminished us. To regain our full humanity, 

we have to regain our experience of connectedness with the entire web of life. 

- F ritjof Capra, (1 996: 29). 

Even conventional theorists are recognising that the hegemony of the old order 

has been as damaging (ecologically, culturally, and spiritually) to the Western nations 

from which it emerged as the Southern nations upon whom it has been imposed. 

Korten states that "we have become prisoners of an obsolete vision of our global 

reality and the nature of human progress" (1990: 3). Lorraine Sinclair states that "we 

all pay a high price for colonisation; both the oppressed and the oppressors" (2000). 

The failure and inadequacy of old models to effectively interpret or address the 

challenges of the world we now inhabit, is leading to unprecedented re-examination 

of beliefs, ideologies, and practices that have informed the Western world and its 

interaction with the rest of the world for five centuries. Many economists previously 

committed to conventional economic 'logic' of corporate capitalism have come to 

acknowledge that fine tuning of an inherently problematic system is neither adequate, 

effective or ethical (Latouche, 1993). The Western models, ideologies, and world- 

views which have brought us to this point, are crumbling and cannot see us through 

to when we need to go. It is a planet requiring profound healing. Graveline reminds 

us that the word 'heal' has the same roots as the word 'whole' and 'holiness' (1998: 

76). 
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?he holiness, or sacredness, of healing is manifested as a striving towards 

wholeness of spirit and an attempt to incorporate this wholeness of spirit into 

ourselves, our families, our communities, and the environment" (Absolon. 1994: 

5, as quoted by Graveline, 1998: 76). 

When Europeans came to the land known to its indigenous peoples as 'turtle 

island', there was no concept of ownership of land. The consciousness that they 

brought and which now dominates, needs to learn anew about belonging to rather 

than owning the earth (Sinclair, L. 2000). In the last century, Aboriginal leader and 

visionary Black Elk had prophesised that it would take seven generations for the 

circle - the sacred hoop of life that was broken by colonialism - to be mended 

(Cousineau, 1998: 81). It would appear that the time has come for Black Elk's 

prophesy to be fulfilled. 

'Five hundred years later the non-Indians, who have had little respect for human 

rights, animal rights, or the earth's environment, are having to overcome their 

own ignorance and come to terms with the alternative concept of making change 

that doesn't destroy the elements of this planet and its people (Lonflsh, 1992: 

150, as quoted by Graveline, 1998: 37). 

Einstein is frequently quoted as having observed that no problem can be 

solved by the same consciousness which created it. The answers, innovations and 

insights to get us through our current mess will come not from those traditionally 

seen as the experts, but from those on the 'periphery' - who have long been engaged 

in alternatives to the status quo (occurring outside of our peripheral vision of the 

possible). When we look back at history, we see that those who have been at the 

'cutting edge' of their discipline areas. in retrospect, have often been the furthest 'off 

the mark'. At the same time, what is obvious from the outside is often invisible to the 

centre. Korten observes, 'It is often the people who live ordinary iives far removed 

from the conidon of power who have the dearest perception of what is really 

happening" (1 995: 2). 

For example, during the 1950s and 1960s. Rostow's theory of the linear stages 

of economic growth as progressing from pre-industrial to the ultimate 'high mass- 

consumption' stage dominated economic and international development thinking. 

The underpinning ideology of this linear model by this expert of the day, saw 

traditionalism as 'inimical to devefopmentm, consumerism as superior to subsistence 
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living, and urbanisation superior to rural living (Midgley, 1981: 47). The gaping 

holes in Rostow's model (which admiring colleagues had also been blind to) were 

readily apparent to those operating fmm an indigenous science perspective. Had 

the 'experts' (largely ftom a single discipline, race and gender) stopped to consult 

with 'those on the margins', they could have learned much; that unfettered economic 

growth is 'cancerous'; that human societies must be built upon an equal valuing of 

the ecological, spiritual, social, and economic; that materialism without spiritual 

development is hollow, etc. (Ironically, economists who rewgnise these connections 

are now winning Nobel prizes). 

Slowly, the experts of the Western world are coming to appreciate the insights 

long held by non-western societies- concepts of interconnectedness, ecological 

wholes, chaos, and complexity. In fact today the radical changes taking place in 

scientific paradigms in the West a n  toward 'knowledge of the non-linear, deeply 

relational and qualitatively complex nature of reality" (Ramsay, 1998: 2), healing what 

was separated by the old scientific paradigm- mind and body, consciousness and 

matter, etc. Ramsay describes how non-western scientific traditions, such as the 

ancient Hindu philosophies which emphasise the essential oneness of everything, 

are beginning to be acknowledged by 'cutting-edge' scientific paradigms such as 

quantum physics (Capra, Hawking, etc) chaos theory, and postmodem science. 

Rising Resistmces to W-tern Ma/-Development 

Resistance lies in seK~onscious engagement with dominant , nonnative 

discourses and representations end in the active creation of oppositionel analytic 

and cultural spaces (Mohanty, 1994: 148. as quoted by Greveline, 1998: 12). 

Graveline asserts that 'everything we do signifies compliance or resistance to 

dominant norms" (1998: 40), and that we need to see resistance as essential to our 

collective survival. She cites Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hahn who 

describes resistance as a 'daily-lived spiritual form'. The purpose of resistance, 

here, is to seek the healing of yourself in order to be able to see clearly. . . . I think 

that communities of resistan- should be places where people can return to 

themselves more easily, where the conditions are such that they can heal 
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themselves and recover their wholensss" (Ibid.: 45). Hooks says that "true 

resistance begins with people confronting pain, whether it's theirs or somebody 

else's, and wanting to do something to change it" (1990: 215). Due to the isolated 

and fragmented nature of the communities in which we in the West live, simply 

forming bonds with our neighbours, and building relationships, can be an act of 

resistance (Graveline, 1 998: 164). 

Concerned citizen and 'gtassroats' groups in both the North and South are 

increasingly seeking new means of resistance to dominant systems and structures. 

Often based on the recovery of old tradiiions, many communities around the world 

are re-discovering alternatives to the hegemonic order. Such movements often occur 

in what is referred to as the 'civil society sector'. 

'Conceptualised as voluntary association in the nexus between state and 

economy, civil society constitutes a link between the spheres of personal and 

public identity in the institutional infrastructure of society. The main idea 

underlying the concept is that of a plurality of voluntary associations capable of 

opposing the ideological monopoly of the political and economic order. As such, 

civil society reflects the normative tensions within such cultural dichotomies as 

collective and individual, status and power, co-operation and competition, 

violence and non-violence." (Ismael & Ismael, 1997: 78). 

Through the linking of such movements, a 'reverse or parallel globalismg 

(Wilson & Whitmore 1998) is occurring at the grassroots level all around the world. 

Drawing on Max-Neefs description of social movements as 'self-organised, 

amorphous cloud of mosquitoes which stays together but has no chier, Wilson and 

Whitmore describe how - in response to the new reality of globalism, social 

movements are also globally linked in new ways that are flexible, non-hierarchical, 

and formidable (2000: 57). Examples of such swarms can be seen in recent 

upsurges of protest at the World Trade Organisation in Seattle, the World Bank 

Summit in Washington DC, and the World Petroleum Congress in Calgary, Alberta. 

Transfoming EutmcenMc Consciousness 

W~th history being made up of the voices of all nations, all peoples instead of just 

one European people, the sand will be taken out of the eyes of Europeans 
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showing them what their own history and woddview has been doing all these 

years. (Chamley, 1990: 21, as quoted by Graveline, 1998: 41). 

Gallegos at al. (2000) suggest that soda1 workers can promote wuity 'through 

culturally competent practice in local and international settings'. According to this 

model, cultural competence can be taught, measured, and masted. However, I 

believe that the social changes that are required of all of us won't happen with 

apolitical 'cultural competency'. What is required of those of us, in the North- who 

have been dominating the discussion for so long - is much deeper and harder. There 

has to be an active stepping back- of those who have dominated the stage to go sit in 

the audience for a while- for those who have struggled to be heard in a language not 

their own- to speak in their mother tongue, while those who are used to having their 

language privileged, to struggle to understand. 

While it is threatening to open this door is to explore 'the deeply-rooted denial 

embedded in the psyches of Westerners regarding their own cultural hegemony" 

(Graveline, 1998: 32), it is nonetheless essential. Said describes how Westerners 

must confront themselves 'as representatives of a culture and even of races accused 

of crimes - crimes of violence, crimes of suppression, crimes of consciencen (1993: 

195). In describing what is required to get us to where we need to be as a global 

community, Tamas says: 

'I think that it will take a fundamental moment of remorse - and this is absolutely 

essential to the death-rebirth experience - a long moment of remorse, a 

sustained grief. It will be a grief of the masculine for the feminine; of men for 

women; of adults for what has happened to children; of the West for what has 

happened to every other part of the world; of Judaeo-Christianity for pagans and 

indigenous peoples; of Christians for Jews; of whites for people of colour; of the 

wealthy for the poor; of human beings for animals and all other forms of life." 

(Tarnas, 2000: 1 1) 

C. SOCIAL WORK'S INTERFACE WTH CURRENT GLOBAL CHALLENGES 

Social work must move beyond modernity and build its interventions on a vew 

different ideological foundation. A foundetion which calls for new roles as it 
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focuses on interdependence and cdlectivity mther than individualism, on 

connectedness rather than dualism, and on holism mther than reductionism. 

(Coates, 2000: 1) 

Against the broader back-drop of a world in crisis, and inwasing shifts away 

from the modernist consciousness that created the profession, the relevance of 

social work to today's global challenges is increasingly being questioned. As one of 

the many pieces to suffer from the parochial vision and arrogance of Western 

knowledge systems, the profession's entrenchment in Enlightenment philosophy of 

positivism, modernism and individualistic focus of treatment, restrict its applicability, 

viability, and ultimately sustainability into the coming millennium. The bureaucratic 

models that have dominated the profession thus far, are increasingly being 

recognised as no longer adequate or appropriate (Sowers-Hoag & Sandau-Beckler, 

1 996; Harris, 1 990; Hug man, 1 996). 

In an age when communications are able to bring an increased understanding of 

other countries and enlarge perceptions beyond the parochial, when our 

attention has been drawn to the inter-connectedness of ecological systems 

around the world and the increasing interactions of economic systems, then a 

model which lRs social work beyond regional perspectives is needed. (italics 

added) (Elliot, 1993: 28) 

Elliot charges that in the face of increasing complexities of global problems, 

'social work has remained parochial and myopic ' (1 993: 27). Although it has always 

identified itself as being guided by 'an eclectic theory base' drawn from multiple 

disciplines, over the course of its evolution, Hoff states that Yhe person-in- 

environment framework has generally narrowed to a myopic focus on the social 

ecology of the client system" (1997: 38). Midgfey speaks of the need to transcend 

"the profession's conventional, remedial, maintenance-oriented approaches* (I 997: 

24). Similarly, Cox states that 'social work remains effectively preoccupied with the 

industrial, individualistic, or residual model, when all the evidence is that the time for 

such a model, if it ever was appropriate, is past" (Cox, 1995'7). As a result, We have 

lost the sense of cause in social work and our mission as advocates, as social and 

political activists in behalf of the oppressed and dependentw (Williams, 1993: 60). 

Similarly, Elliot speaks of "the loss of social justice goals in social work" (1993; 21). 
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(Social work's) embaddedness in modernity has contributd to social work 

being largely absent from environmental discourse and its failure to effbdively 

challenge the beliefs and processes which are the foundation of unrelenting 

economic expansion and its ofbpring - ecological exploitation and social 

injustice. . . As a result, the significant role which social work could play 

regarding the kind of changes required of individuals and society in addressing 

this crisis has not been seriously entertained. (Coates, 2000: 1) 

The professional model has failed to meet its stated goals and has been 

ineffective in addressing the fundamental problems of poverty and inequality 

(Pearson, 1975: 19). Cox charges that in the past decades social work in the North 

has failed to be 'a significant partner in reaching out to the world's poor and 

oppressed" (3995: 3). Mullaly charges that "social work to date has been ineffective 

in challenging the crisis confronting it . . . and has not been successful in reducing 

the social problems with which it deals" (1993: 24, 26). 'If we continue to exclude the 

world's poor and oppressed from our professional reach, not only do we deserve to 

be branded hypocrites but increasingly we will see many who have been traditionally 

attracted to social work finding alternative paths." (Cox, 1995. 4) 

In recognition that the foundations upon which it was built are now crumbling, 

and in order to maintain its viability into the coming millennium, a fundamental 

reconceptualisation of social work is called for. Under threat however, human 

tendency is often to cling to the familiar, to reinforce existing models, to become 

insular and more rigid. Rather than reenforcing old models, a radical re-naming is 

required. 

The global challenges the whole human family faces necessitate that social 

workers have a vision that extends beyond the borders of the nation states in which 

they practice. As Estes states 'Human service workers require new models of 

practice if they are to contribute effectively toward the resolution of social problems 

that are rooted in world-wide social, political, and economic realities" (Estes, 1994: 

85). For social work to fail to look beyond the borders and dominant paradigms of 

the nationatate in which it is located is myopic at best and at worst is irresponsible, 

harmful, and racist. 

How does the addition of the prefix 'international' change the meaning, nature, 

scope, function, values, assumptions, and methods of social work? What is social 
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work outside of its Western professional identity?' By opening these questions all 

the epistemological and ontological premises upon which the profession has been so 

carefully constructed - tenets such as the superiority of the Western scientific model 

for interpreting and addressing human problems, are totally thrown into question. 

When prefaced by 'international', the whole nature, scope and function of social work 

is open to reinterpretation and re-examination within a global context. 

If social work is to be engaged in the intemational realm, it is imperative that it 

strengthen both its international dialogue and analysis of the roots and dynamics 

which perpetuate the social problems with it aims to ameliorate. An analysis of the 

structural causes of oppression, and a broad diversity of innovative methods of social 

care - so urgently needed by the dominant model of social work, will only come when 

we sufficiently broaden the scope of the ISW conversation. This in turn will only 

happen when deliberate changes are made to existing power structures and 

relationships. 

E. REDEFINlNGlSW 

As an emerging discourse, Hams has described ISW as a 'moving target' 

(1990: 21 1). As such, there is still much room to influence the naming of ISW, and 

now is the time to ask questions, to explore new ways of imagining 'that which we 

thought we knew'. Just because the ISW discourse currently reflects the dominant 

discourses from which it emerged, does not mean that this is the only way it can be. 

In the same way that power relationships can be reinforced by the language and 

naming of a discourse body, they can also be challenged and even reversed. Thus 

ISW can serve to either highlight the presence of or perpetuate the dismissal of 

previously excluded voices. ISW can reinforce or challenge the existing status quo of 

recognition of 'expertise'. ISW can provide the space to truly share the diversity of 

forms of social work practice, or it can narrow this space. ISW can strengthen an 

interdisciplinary structural analysis of the causes of poverty, oppression, and 

inequality or limit such an analysis. It all depends on naming and language. 

Webster's Dictionary defines 'international' as 'anything that affects or involves 

two or more nations". If we use this definition, we can redefine ISW as follows: 

intemational social work is essentially any activity that falls within the social work 
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domain which affeds or involves twr, or more nations. In order to make sense of 

this definition we can break it down into its two main parts. 

'ISW is any Acthrity that Wls wMNn the Social Work Domain' 
Just as the categories of what is included in a particular genus within the 

biological sciences is not essentialist but an arbitrarily defi-, so too with what is 

recognised as 'legitimate' social work. So if it is arbitrary it can be challenged and re- 

defined. Pathak (1997) provides a wonderfully inclusive definition of social work: 

Yhe term social work refers to the work of voluntary social workers, professional 

social workers and other social work personnel employed in the field of social 

welfare". 

By using Pathak's definition, ISW is able to include a wide diversity of forms of social 

care, based on various epistemologies and pedagogies, without dismissing the 

legitimacy of professional training, or pretending that there is no difference between 

formal and non-formal education. As well, if the defining and unifying quality of social 

work around the world is its commitment to social justice (so says the international 

code of ethics), does this not mean that the emphasis on commonalties could shift 

from professional status to social justice? Surely the descriptions of social work as 

laid out in the 1994 Code of Ethics of the Canadian Association of Social Workers 

even creates space for much broader inclusion: 

a 10: A social worker shall advocate change. . . for the overall benefit of 

society, the environment and the global community. 

10.1: A social worker shall identify, document and advocate for the 

elimination of discrimination. 
a 10.2: A social worlcer shall advocate for the equal distribution of 

resources to all persons. 

10.3: A social worker shall advocate for the equal access of all persons 

to resources, services and opportunities. 

10.4: A social worker shall advocate for a clean and heatthy 

environment and shall advocate the development of environmental 

strategies consistent with social work principles 

10.6: A social worker shall promote social justice. 
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Wolk defines social justice as 'all actions aimed to eliminate oppression and 

king about a more equitable societym (1996: 444)%. Central to sea-al justice work is 

the goal of eradicating poverty, inequity and inequality by working toward structural 

change - which requires a fundamental redistribution of wealth- not just on a national 

but international level. Social work that is defined by a social justice agenda is rooted 

in anti-oppression analysis and anti-oppression practice, and requires its practitioners 

to play a counter-cultural role in direct opposition to the current order, and to take a 

clear position of solidarity with those who are oppressed. 

'being a profession that is committed to social justice and the empowerment of 

oppressed people, it is not by choice, but by conviction, that social work 

invariably has to find itself at odds with the establishmentm (Prasad 8 

Vijayalakshmi, 1997: 72). 

'Which A#ects or lnvolves two or more Nations'. 

Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in a network 

of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. -Martin Luther King Jr. 

If all social issues are interconnected at a global level, and can be seen to affect or 

involve two or more nations, a// areas of social work practice can be seen to fall 

within the domain of ISW. If this is the case, then ISW is not limited to ostensible 

trans-cultural/ national activities, but can describe any activity or analysis that links 

the local to the global. Thus, ISW essentially serves to form a dialectical link between 

local social work praxis and a global analysis. Ultimately, ISW can function to help us 

to better connect the multiple 'interweavings of oppression' in which all of our lives 

are located; from a global to local level. 

Speaking from a social work framework, Estes has outlined some of these 

interconnections: 

56 Interestingly- as a reflection of liberalist American naming. according to 77m Sociel Wodc Dicfionary 
"social justice is an ideal condition in which all members of a society have the same basic rights, protection, 
opportunities, obligations, and social benefitsa (Barker, 1995: 35). This definition focuses on individual rights 
and responsibilities- avoiding any mference to oppression or even injustice. 
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1. Social, political, and economic events occurring in other regions of the world 

have direct, often immediate, sometimes lasting consequences on the quality of 

life in all other regions of the world. 

2. The underlying dynamics of human degradation and social injustice found in 

local communities often emanate from social, political, and economic forces 

that are intemational in character. 

3. International social forces both contribute to and sustain social inequalities in 

particular locales (e-g., the international dimensions of global poverty and 

discrimination on the basis of race, class, and caste). 

4. International social forces often contribute to and sustain patterns of 

interpersonal violence between people (e-g., racial, ethnic, and cultural 

intolerance). 

5. Many of the social problems confronting social workers are rooted in national 

and intemational dynamics that transcend local boundaries. (1994: 71) 

Qualities of IS W as an Ideal 

An impodant role for social work will be that of prophet, of readying individuals and 

communities to support the transfornation in values and lifestyle which will be 

required if sustainability and social justice am to be attained. (Coates, 2000: 7). 

Ideally, through cross-cultural activity or cross-cultural comparative analysis, 

ISW is about uncovering and recovering alternatives to the current hegernonic 

Western model. As a cross-cultural comparative study, ISW has the potential to 

provide a forum to re-examine and re-construct social work's historical roots, present 

identity, and future directions of practice; to fundamentally challenge and reinterpret 

the nature, scope and function of social work as it has been constructed. As 

international practice, ISW can play an important role in building a critical analysis of 

the intemational humanitarian organisation rtalm, while contributing to the radical 

reconceptualising development and then translating this ideology into practice. 

As already rooted in the West, an important function that ISW offers is to allow 

social workers entrenched in Western thought to step outside of our current paradigm 

and look at our problems through an entirely different lens. The concept of 'paradigm 
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shift' is a popular albeit perhaps overused buzzword these days, but can be used 

to describe a significant role that ISW can play. By including other domains of 

knowledge, other world-views, ISW is about challenging the parochialism and myopia 

of the dominant model, while strengthening alternatives, and facilitating 

communication among those engaged in alternatives. 

If it is to bear a mandate of global social justice, ISW will be inherently political, 

and radical; a challenge to dominant systems, paradigms and structures. As 

characterised by the politics of hope and emancipation, and critical analysis, 

wherever it is practised, ISW seeks to combine the best of intellectual rigour with 

radical practice for societal transformation. As informed by the broad diversity of 

methods across time and space that have been used to address poverty, inequality, 

and human suffering both within and outside of formal 'social work systems, ISW 

engages in counter-hegemonic practice. 

Global Solidarity 

This is what solidarity means: an understanding of our common destinies, our 

common purposes and our common humanity. It is people coming together and 

sharing; people taking care of each other; people sharing a journey. (Ulilson & 

Whitmore, 2000: 7 16) 

If ISW takes its position of advocate for social justice seriously, then global 

solidarity needs to be its defining characteristic. In order to combat problems that are 

linked at the global level, it is imperative for social workers to be in solidarity with one 

another- gaining hope and insight from each other's struggles and successes. If the 

problems are globally interconnected then so too are the solutions. As so many 

social movements around the world have demonstrated, there is strength in numbers 

and power when diverse voices unite. Through such synergistic sharing of people 

power, by linking 'communities of resistan~e~~', ISW can fonn 'part of the 

countercurrent of resistance to dominant hegemonic forces in the world" (Graveline, 

1998: 35). 

" Mooers. 1QQQ. as quoted by WIon & Whiore. 2000: 180 
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Real solidarity work cannot occur w long as inequitable power relations ate 

unchallenged. As social workers are most often fmm the middle to upper classes- we 

can play a valuable role in interpreting broader structures (many of which we are a 

part) to those marginalized by them, and to provide a channel for their voices to 

engage the broader structures. Our privilege also places us strategically to educate 

those we have regular contact about myths of causality of poverty and homelessness 

and oppression (that it is their problem). As social workers part of our role can be to 

wake up our neighbours as to the atrodtiis and damages to which we are all 

connected and to which our collective efforts can be addressed to effect change. To 

a d  as 'organic intellectuals' of the oppressed - to use our knowledge of broader 

systems in our alignment with those most marginalized. To be 'spiritual freethinkers 

and intellectual insurgents' - using our ideas to bring about social change (Tomm, 

1995: 10). 

IS W Draws fmm Multidisciplinary Knowledge Base 

"conceptual frameworks and research on international problems should be 

transdisciplinary and intedisciplinary" (Colorado, 1988: 65). 

Cox asserts that if social work's primary concern is with poverty and 

oppression, then a clear analysis of global political and economic structures as well 

as alternatives to these structures, is absolutely imperative (1995, 14). If the problem 

with which social work is engaged is poverty and inequality, in order to understand 

this problem a multidisciplinary analysis is absolutely critical. This requires breaking 

boundaries between disciplines that have been entrenched through centuries of 

modernist thought (which indigenous paradigms never regarded as separate). For 

example, while ecological issues have tradiiionally been seen as outside the domain 

of social workers (Mupedziswa, 1992), in their goal of the alleviation of poverty, it is 

necessary get involved in ecological issues both at the policy and implementation 

levels (Chitereka, 1999: 12). No discipline on its own can adequately explain a 
phenomena, for each has only a partial view of the whole. 

The idea that ISW is about broadening the multidisciplinary knowledge base of 

social work, is commonly expressed in the ISW literature. In their article entitled 
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Poverty and the envimnment: en international pempedive for social WO& Rogge 

and Darkwa state that 'schools of social work should more fully integrate information 

about the physical, mental and economic consequences of environmental problems 

into course work and field pradicam (Ibid.: 405). Similarly, in an article entitled Beyond 

rhetoric: e challenge for international soda1 work, Harris argues that social work is 

inseparable from broader social and legal frameworks and that the care of social 

work should include 'understanding, interpreting, applying and more generally 

working creatively with relevant areas of law and social policym (Ibid.: 207). In a 

similar vein, Hoff asserts that in order for social work to effectively participate in the 

debate over solutions, social work requires a much more sophisticated grasp of 

economic concepts. 'Any of the basic human needs - water, soil. housing, health 

care, and so forth - cannot be addressed without the ability to argue and conduct 

policy analysis in economic terms" (1997: 39). 

IS W Reversing the North-South Tmnsfer of Learning 

Vt is important to stress the value of looking to our southern compafieros to learn 

from strategies and pmesses that they have utl'lised and integrated into the 

fabric of their societies" (Seidel, 1996: 108). 

White an awareness of multiple disciplines is necessary, it is not sufficient, for 

the various disciplines are still derived almost exclusively from Western 

consciousness; more specifically, from a single race, gender and class. In order to 

expand our ways of viewing 'the problem' and in order to not perpetuate racist/ White 

Supremacist practice, it is necessary that ISW be informed by and draw from the vast 

array of previously suppressed social care methods grounded in non-western world- 

views. For the dominant model to look to the South, shifts the comparison from inter- 

professional (within the same Western scienco paradigm), to a broad diversity of 

locally developed systems of social care all over the world. Thus, the point of 

reference for ISW shifts from 'higher status' professions (grounded in the same 

consciousness) to other social cam models (grounded in diverse world views). By 

looking to fundamentally new (to the West) models, social work's identity- its 
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'representation of itself to itself" (Pearson, 1975: 21). is likely to b profoundly 

challenged. 

In 1990. James Midgley wrote an article entitled 'Intemefionel SSoci Work: 

Learning fhm the Tbid Wdlb. In this article he states that "the idea that social 

workers in industrial countries can learn from the Third World is novelw (1 990: 297). 

He argues that, to their own detriment, sociDal workers in the North are largely 

ignorant of what their cdkagues are doing in the South. Some of the learning 

areas he identifies include; a focus on integration of cultural awareness, indigenous 

welfare institutions and beliefs with profbssional practice, pragmatism, integration 

between social and economic development, health care, and spirituality. Midgley 

asserts that Third World social workers should be used as consultants to programs in 

industrial countries, and concludes; 'it is time to challenge the one-way international 

flow of ideas and practices and to leam from the Third World" (Ibid.: 300). 

In countries of the South, the recovery from and resistance to US hegemony is 

much stronger and more sophisticated than in the North. As well, the vast experience 

in working without a strong state sponsored welfare system could greatly instruct the 

Western countries who are heading in this direction. While the dominant framing of 

development emphasises 'teaching them Western values', in reality we in the West 

are the ones who need to relearn values of community, coliectivity, and ecological 

harmony. As well, Seidel comments how typically apolitical social work in the North 

has much to leam from the South in leaming to fulfil its mandate as advocate. 

.The profession of social work in industrialised countries, while not typically 

involving itself in this 'political' level of practice, can leam frorn the experiences 

of social work in (the South) on how to more actively participate and promote 

genuine mass participation through its educational programs and professional 

associations and ultimately facilitate the structural changes that have become 

more and more apparent as necessary (Seidel, 1996: 108). 

Rather than a 'politically conect' mandate, opening the discussion to voices 

previously excluded becomes absolutely necessary for our global survival, as Shiva 

expresses so eloquently, 

'a shift from the globalizing to the local knowledge is important to the project of 

human freedom because it frees knowledge frorn the dependency on 

established regimes of thought, making it simultaneously more autonomous and 
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more authentic. Democratisation based on such an 'insurrection of 

subjugated knowledge' is both a desirable and neawary component of the 

larger processes of democratisation because  the^ earlier paradigm is in crisis and 

in spite of its power to manipulate. is unable to protect both nature and human 

survival." (1 993: 62). 

Chapter Summary 

In sum, this chapter has endeavoured to explore ISW within the context of 

today's current global challenges. In recognition that the curtent context is radically 

different from the one from which social work arose over a century ago, new visions 

for the profession of social work are required. As reflective of the broader trend in 

which modernist epistemologies are giving way to postmodem strengthening of 

previously rnarginalised voices, social work is challenged to not only expand its 

scope of inclusion but to actively reverse the colonialist direction of knowledge 

transfer. As a still-emerging discourse body, ISW can be articulated as an ideal- as a 

space for new forms of exchange and learning to take place. By learning from the 

margins, ISW can play an important historical role in re-embedding that which had 

been dismissed, linking what had previously been separated, and including those 

previously excluded. It is hoped that this work will play some small role in this 

process. 
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