Postmodernism and Social Work:
Bridging Clinical and Social Justice Perspectives

By Laura Jacobsen Wrenn

"Saying words as long as there are any, and speaking the multitudinous truths of life however
troubling until they find us, until they recreate us, may enable social work to withstand the
sharp gusts that shake our souls at modernity's end (lrving, 1988, p.47-48)."

Abstract

Today there is growing concern that social work has
lost its social justice perspective. Multiple divisions exist
within social work; there are divisions between a clini-
cal or social justice emphasis, and between postmodern,
social constructionist thought, or traditional, positivist
philosophy. A constructionist perspective is applied to
bridge the split between clinical and social justice
perspectives in social work. A social constructionist
philosophy acknowledges that there are multitudinous
voices and emphasizes processes of meaning making,
both as individuals and as a society.

Introduction

Many question the ability of the social work
profession to meet the challenges embraced by a
new era in which postmodern thought has cast
doubt on cherished tenets of research and practice.
Postmodernism has led to consideration of how
power (and by implication access to "knowledge")
held by predominant, majority groups in society,
culturally suppresses the voice and opportunities of
disenfranchised, minority groups. There is growing
concern that social work has lost its social justice
perspective (Chambon, Irving and Epstein, 1999;
Weick, 2000; Simon, 1994; and Goldstein, 1980),
and is hiding from overwhelming social pressures
by focusing on micro client issues. Historically,
both micro clinical perspectives and macro social
justice perspectives have influenced the profession
of social work. These twin influences have strug-
gled for central stage during changes in a society
that has largely embraced postmodern thought.
The division between clinical social work and the
ability to preserve a social justice perspective is an
artificial one. A postmodern perspective acknowl-
edges that there are multitudinous wvoices and
emphasizes processes of meaning making, both as
individuals and as a society. This essay will exam-
ine contributions from postmodern thought in the
areas of historical narratives and hermeneutics,
social constructionism, and language to construct a
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bridge that unites social justice and clinical social
work practice.

Historical Narratives and Hermeneutics

Certainly, historical narratives play an important
role in understanding culture, whether it is the
culture of our profession of social work or in
understanding our society that privileges some
groups over others. John Hope Franklin, a leading
historian, has made a significant contribution to
fighting the racism that is evident in the biases of
American history. Similar to other theory, history is
shaped by the predominant views of the majority
that holds power in society. John Hope Franklin
writes (1982, p. 42):

But it is all too clear that what has
actually happened is one thing, and
what has been described by writers of
history as having happened is quite
another thing. The changes that have
occurred in the writing of the history of
the Negro are as significant and, in some
ways, evenn more dramatic than the very
events themselves that the writers have
sought to describe.

This passage boldly illustrates the difficulty in
separating fiction from nonfiction. Historical
narratives evolve to suit society at large. History,
like other theory, is valued if it helps society ‘make
sense of the world” Unfortunately, ‘history’ often
meets the needs of the majority group without
consideration of the voices of the disenfranchised,
the powerless, and minorities.

The historian reconstructs the world of meaning
related to an event and tries to understand the
world from “its own intrinsic structure” (Stolorow
and Atwood, 1984, p. 2). Since the phenomena
under scrutiny cannot be stripped of context or
environment, the art of interpretation is involved.
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