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HUMANISM AND SOCIAL WORK
PARADOXES, PROBLEMS, AND PROMISES

by

Norman Goroff
The University of Connecticut

School of Social Work
West Hartford, Conn. 06117

Although social work is viewed as a human service profession,
with the implicit assumption that it is humanistically oriented, an
examination of some of the theoretical orientations, practice settings
and practice methodology will reveal a number of paradoxes, problems,
and potential promises. I do not claim to provide more than a sam-
pling, to provide a more exhaustive analysis would require considerably
more time than is available.

There are many definitions of humanism. I am interested in a
society in which each individual human being is seen as a person with
inherent dignity and worth and not as an object with utility. I am
interested in a society in which relationships among human beings are
non-exploitive, cooperative, and equalitarian, (Gil, 1976). I am
interested in a society in which the resources created by human beings
through their labor is distributed so as to provide each person with
the goods and services to meet his/her needs without denying others
theirs. I am interested and concerned that each individual have equal
opportunities to develop to his/her fullest human potential. My yard-
stick for measuring any social policy is related to how does the policy
and program relate to these concerns. Will this program create equal
opportunities for each individual to develop to his/her fullest poten-
tial? Does this policy and program help distribute the product of
human labor to meet human needs? Does the policy and program recog-
nize the inherent dignity and worth of each individual or does it
continue to view the human being as an object with or without utility.
Does the policy or program facilitate the establishment of non-ex-
ploitive equalitarian cooperative relationships or does it continue
the hierarchial competitive, exploitive relationships and structures?

Within this framework, I should like to begin to discuss some
of the paradoxes between humanism and social work. It is obvious
that my definition of humanism involves a political orientation.
This is partly due to the fact that I place stress on the creation of
a society in which the values professed by social work can be realized.
Much of social work practice focuses on the individual and the family
without sufficient attention to the socio-economic foundation of our
society and the consequences for all human beings. Social work
practice is frequently described as apolitical.

It is in failing to recognize that all social work practice is
political practice that we can see some of the paradoxes between
humanism and social work. All social work practice occurs within



social institutions. These institutions, whether publicly
financed or privately financed through United Ways, are designed
to provide services so that the existing social arrangements and
social order may be maintained, (Piven and Cloward, 1971; Goroff
1973; Mandell, 1973).

Social workers who perform their services within these institutional

structures are performing a political act, whether that act is arrived

at attempting to change the institutional arrangements or to maintain

and strengthen them, (Galper 1975). To the degree that our social
institutions are based on promises other than those defined as humanistic,

the social worker is placed in a paradoxical situation i.e. how to practice

as a human in a social institution that is non-humanistic. The recognition

that social work practice is political activity holds one of the potential
promises. I will elaborate upon this point later in the paper.

Vertical relationship, ie. hierarchially structured rela-
tionships are inherently oppressive in as much as it places the
subordinate individual in a position in which his/her needs, wants,
and desires are not the motivating factor involved in the inter-
action. Many relationships established between the social worker
and the individual seeking help within this institutional structure
reflect what Mills called, "the vocabulary of motives." The social
expectations for the social worker and the .client" in these
settings are part of the culture. Frequently there is an ideology
of paternalism and non-reciprocity permeating the cultures of the
bureaucratic structured social service institutions. The inequity
in power and authority reflected in the vertical relationships
(Freire, 1973) can be conceptualized as a political relationship
parading as a professional relationship.

One of the consequences of the verticle relationship is for
the social worker to become an agent of social control for main-
taining the status quo and conformity. Social workers became
"soft-cops." This relationship is contrary to the egalitarian
cooperatives and non-exploitive relationship inherent in my defi-
nition of social worker. There is an alternative relationship
described by Friere as a horizontal relationship. He describes
this relationship as one in which there is a commitment to equality,
to the abolition of privileges, and to non-elitist forms of leader-
ship wherein special qualifications may be exercised, but are not
elaborated upon later in the paper.

Some of the theoretical knowledge that social workers utilize
in their work presents some paradoxes for the humanist social worker.
Social workers have used different psychological frameworks in
attempting to understand the human condition. Rarely, however,
have the political implications of the various psychological theories
been examined. For example, psychological theories which posit a
natural order of developmental stages which individuals must pass
through results in diagnosing problems as being due to the inability



of the individual to successfully negotiate a state of development
(Sternberg, 1977). The consequences of this framework is to place
the genesis of the problem within the individual, ignoring how the
social order is impacting the person. It is true that the pain
resulting from the problem the individual is experiencing is within
the individual, however the cause is frequently in the social
arrangement we have perpetuated. The consequence is to focus on
the individual rather than on the socio-economic arrangements.

Sociological concepts become psychologicalized with the polit-
ical consequence of shifting the focus from the social arrangements
to the individual. The most glaring example of this is in the con-
cept of alienation. One can point to Seeman (1959) and his defini-
tion of alienation as a feeling of powerlessness, a feeling of
meaninglessness, a feeling of normlessness, a feeling of isolation,
a feeling of self-estrangement as a clear illustration of a concept
which originated in an analysis of the socio-economic structure
and relationship to that property of the individual.

There are many psychological and sociological theories which
are premised on the "individual deficit model." To the degree that
social workers utilize these frameworks as a basis for trying to
understand the human condition, they find themselves in situations
in which they impose their world view upon those seeking their help.
The paradox here for the social worker who is trying to be a
humanist is that the individual becomes an "object to be studied
and diagnosed" for his/her deficiencies rather than an individual
to be understood.

As social work became increasingly "professional" with appro-
priate professional organizations, graduate schools, state licensing,
there has been an accompanying increase in mystitication. An impor-
tant aspect of trying to lay claim to an area of practice as one's
exclusive domain i.e. become professional, is to develop an exper-
tise. The "expertise" in social work as in most "professions" is
such as to require a considerable degree of mystification. Mysti-
fication is.a major component of dehumanization (Lee, 1976). This
is accomplished by taking everyday human experiences, abstracting
and reifying them. Again, in an attempt to legitimate the claim of
social workers that we are a profession we have created a paradox

for the humanistic social worker. We have mystified ourselves.

Many linguists have long recognized the relationship of

language, thought and activities. The fact that words connote
status differentials, authority relations and differential access
to resources have not been sufficiently stressed in many of the

helping professions including social work. Since the most common

stance is to view social work as a benevolent helping profession,
the use of language is not necessarily seen as defining political
realities, but rather the dynamics of the "helping process." One
of the major functions of any political term is to marshall public



support or opposition, (Edelman, 1974). Social workers rarely try

to impose their will on others; it is the other that is "resisting
help." Social workers are not punitive people, we merely set limits

for people. We do not deny people what they want, we refuse to rein-
force or reward "demanding behavior." We use language to distort
reality and thus create additional paradoxes for the humanist social
worker.

Probably one of the more serious paradoxes for the humanistic
social worker is the use of social science theories to impose mean-
ing on the behavior of people rather than finding out how the people
are defining their world and what they are trying to achieve. The
need to understand the empirical world of the actor in order to
understand the actor was stressed by Blumer (1969) and others. Yet,
in the hope of gaining legitimacy in the academic world, social
work has become a scientistic profession rather than a scientific
profession.

The utilization of theoretical constructs as criteria for
judging the rationality or normality of human behavior seems like a
reversal of what ought to be. There is the assumption that if the
individual's behavior does not confrom with the theoretical construct,
then there is something wrong with the person, not the theory.

It is possible to continue to illustrate the paradoxes facing
a humanistic social worker because of how social work services are
delivered, how social workers utilize theories, the conservative
ideological implications of many of the psychological and socio-
logical theories (Zettlin, 1968) borrowed from these disciplines
and the failure to recognize social work activities as political
activities.

The problems faced by the humanistic social worker can frequently
be traced to the nature and structure of the social service institu-
tions. Most institutions are hierarchically organized, i.e. have
verticle patterns of relationships. The bureaucratic controls
exercised over the social worker create situations which results in
conflict between "professional autonomy" and organizational re-
straints. Most of the organizational restraints originate from the
requirement of the organization to maintain itself rather than pro-
viding services to those who need it.

The conflict between the needs of the people for service and
the organization to maintain itself may place the social worker in
the middle. Most of these conflicts are between parties with
unequal power. The social worker who tries to maintain a neutral
stance is actually siding with the more powerful institution for
neutrality in conflictual situations involving parties with unequal
power is to support the more powerful party.

When the social worker sides with the people seeking help,



he/she is frequently seen by others as a troublemake; not team
player, etc. because he/she is in conflict with the others. The
person is in danger of losing his/her job or else receiving a poor

reference. A student social worker challenged the staff decision
and action in the case of a ten year old boy with the result that
the situation deteriorated to the point where we removed him from

the setting. He was described as "impulsive" not following
"procedures," "unable to handle authority" when all he did was
to question whether the decision is really meeting the needs of
the child or of the institution.

Problems may arise for the humanistically oriented social

worker as a consequence of being involved with graduate social
work education. A study of two hundred students at a graduate
school of social work indicated that bureaucratically oriented
people upon entering the school graduated school with the same
orientation. All the people who entered individualistically
oriented i.e., concerned with the individual, over eighty
percent graduated with a bureaucratic orientation. The remain-
ing students were seen by faculty and students as "different."
There have been studies which tried to examine the impact of

graduate education for social work on students' values. Admittedly
there is little correlation between the answers people give on
paper and tests and their actions in the actual situations. Never-
theless, there is sufficient data to raise questions whether social
work education supports humanistic orientations or whether it edu-
cates bureaucrats.

Another problem is found in the relativistic aspects of

humanism vis-a-vis an oppressive situation. When one thinks that

compared to the oppressive conditions prevailing what "I do is
better and therefore humanistic" without truly understanding that

like pregnancy there is no such condition as a "little oppression."
Recently, a social worker published a paper describing "A Humanis-

tic Approach to Helping Underachieving Students," (Zeff, 1977) in

which she described how she helped a school develop an alternative

approach to suspension and "pushing out" deviant students. She

notes "The experientially based, humanistic group tutoring program,

established the following goals for the students:

1. More regular school attendance.
2. Decrease in maladaptive behavior.
3. Improved self-concept.
4. Feeling of worth in a climate of acceptance.
5. Preparation to apply for jobs if they dropped

out of school.
6. Acceptance at trade school if and when appropriate

if such a plan was desired by the student."

In my view, establishing goals for others is not humanistic.



I don't know whether it is more or less humane considering the
total situation in the school for the students to attend school
regularly. Without fully understanding how the world looks to the
students, how they define it and what they want to achieve, it is
difficult to accept the definition that their behavior was mal-
adaptive. Their behavior may have caused others to feel their
authority was being challenged, but except for causing the stu-
dents grief, it is not a question of maladaptive but of non-con-
forming behavior.

The problem highlighted by this article is in how the term
"humanistic" was used. My analysis of the article is that the
author described a less oppressive situation for fifteen students,
but still within an oppressive situation. In comparison to the
general practice, what she did should be applauded, but not be-
cause it is "humanistic" but because she tried within her limita-
tions to help create a more tolerable situation for fifteen human
beings. She had little impact on the school as an institution.
There was no continuance of the program after the one time it
occurred.

The promise for a humanistic social work is in the recogni-
tion that social work practice is political practice. In this
framework one can no longer parade as an apolitical or political
neutral social worker. I am not referring to the fact that our
activity as social workers and sociologist either maintain the
current social arrangements and inequitable distribution of
resources and the resultant unequal life chanced for people or
seeks to help deter these arrangements.

The promise for a humanistic social work practice lies in
the recognition by social workers that we are either oppressors or
are being oppressed. It is also necessary to recognize that we
can be oppressed while oppressing others. This involves a change
in consciousness to become more critical of the socio-economic
foundation of our society and the cultural belief system, (Gil,
1977). The need to recognize that "the ruling ideas are the
ideas of the ruling class." The ruling ideas are nothing more
than the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships
grasped as ideas, hence of the relationships which make the one
class the ruling one and therefore the ideas of its domination,
(Easton and Guddat, 1967).

The promise for a humanistic social work practice lies in
the recognition that all social theories make certain assumptions
about the nature of the human being, the nature of the collectivity
and the relationship between the individual and the collectivity,
(Goroff, 1973). There are political consequences which result
from these theories that are important for social workers to
analyze with critical insight.
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The promise for a humanistic social work practice lies in the
willingness of social workers to give up our arrogance which allows
us to justify our planning or establishing goals for others and to
recognize that we are like the people, seeking self-actualization
which can only be achieved in a society that is egalitarian cooper-
ative and non-exploited. Only in such a society can all human
beings achieve self-actualization.

Admittedly, I have been describing the need for a revolution.
A revolution is a process, i.e., a series of events over time and
not a single event. The promise for a humanistic social work
practice will be fulfilled as we become engaged in the process of
creating a just and humane social order. The social order that we
are currently participating in and therefore helping to create is
not designed to meet the criteria.

We must recognize that we are part of a society that is in a
state of "massification." As Friere (1973) states "For men to
overcome their state of massification, they must be enabled to
reflect about that very condition. But since authentic reflection
cannot exist apart from action, men must also act to transform the
concrete reality which has determined their massification. This is
what we must do!
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