Embracing a Postmodern Philosophy
by Amy Derringer

*There is fiction in the space between you and reality.” Tracy Chapman

In the past twenty years postmodernism has
gained popularity and merit within the field of clin-
ical social work. This has left today’s clinical social
worker grappling with the questions: what is this
new approach to therapy, how should it be
embraced, and why should clinical social workers
embrace it?

What is This New Approach to Therapy?

Perhaps the best way to explain posimodernism
is to first understand what is modern. Modernism is
a philosophical viewpoint that has its roots in the
Age of Enlightenment. In modernism “reason was
the path to knowledge, and truth was something
objective ‘out there’ that could be discovered by
carefully following the steps of the scientific
method” (Howe cited in Applegate, 2000, p. 141).
“Modernists were interested in large-scale theories
that could explain human behavior ... facts that did-
n't fit theories were ignored, and, all too often, ther-
apists put more faith in their technologies than in
their clients’ experiences” (Nichols & Schwartz,
1998, p. 317). Not much regard was given to the
role of culture, gender, ethnicity, religion, socio-
economic status or sexual orientation. In mod-
ernism, truth existed and it was the therapist’s job as
expert to successfully figure out the truth, make
interpretations, and implement the correct interven-
tions necessary in helping clients.

Sigmund Freud’s drive theory was at the heart of
the modernist model, as were his ideas on mental
health. Freud believed that the human mind should
be looked at as an “archeological site,” where the
psychotherapist used techniques of free association
and interpretation as a way of “exposing the under-
lying structure of the human mind” (Mitchell &
Black, 1995, p. 1). Influenced by his neurological
background, Freud took a scientific approach to
exploring his patients, and felt that there was an
objective truth to be found. Following in his foot-
steps, Anna Frend and Heinz Hartmann's ego psy-
chologies are also examples of the modern
approach to psychotherapy.

Horowitz (1998) states “contemporary psycho-
analysis also starts with Freud, but it involves a
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paradigm shift toward postmodernism™ (p. 370).
While" Freud's work has undoubtedly shaped all
models and theories that followed, today's
paradigm shift towards postmodernism has been
influenced by many transitions along the way. As
Applegate (2000) explains, “following World War
I, scholars from a variety of disciplines began to
question the hegemony of the modern emphasis on
reason and science and to suggest that no single
rational system can define a universal truth”
{(p. 141). In the discipline of psychotherapy,
“Winnicott and Kohut were both important figures
in the shift from rationalism and objectivism to sub-
jectivism and personal meaning” (Miichell &
Black, 1995, p. 168).

D. W. Winnicott and other object relationists
shifted the focus from the inner drives, defenses,
and ego functions, towards how outside relation-
ships with others (mainly the mother) are internal-
ized. Rather than applying Freud's psychological
structure of the id, ego, and superego to his clients,
Winnicott talked about individuals in terms of the
self. This self was a subjective entity whose goal
was to-attain a “true,” creative and spontaneous
self with the help of a “good-enough™ mothering
environment.

Winnicott also strayed from Freud's view that
there were definite techniques that could be applied
to therapy in order to get at truth. He, along with
other object relationists, proposed “working in the
immediacy and unpredictability of the evolving
therapeutic relationship and only retrospectively
trying to make sense of it” (Applegate, 2000, p.
146). “Winnicott’s ideas about the treatment pro-
cess ... include an understanding of treatment in
which the relationship, rather than interpretation, is
the critical curative element” (Saari, 1996, p. 152).
The therapist steps down from his “expert” role of
interpreter of absolute truth and, instead, asks the
client “what is true for you?’

In the same vein, Heinz Kohut also broke away
from the psychic determinism and therapist as
expert mentality of the modern theories. While
Kohut began his career practicing under a classical,
modern paradigm, he found it to be unsuccessful in
his work with narcissistic clients. He therefore
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