2



















How Capitalism Seeks to Define the Relationship Between Social Workers and Their Clients
 
Michele Denault
The University of Vermont
SWSS 217: Theoretical Foundations of Human Behavior in the Social Environment
Erin O’Keefe, MSW
March 31, 2020

























Abstract
This paper examines how the capitalist paradigm affects the relationships between social workers and the individuals they serve. Social work as a profession emerged as the industrial revolution and neoliberalism impacted the sociocultural environment. At the same time, the power dynamics inherent in capitalism shaped economic and governmental policies that institutionalized social inequity. For social work to function within a paradigm of institutionalized inequity, it had become entrenched within the very institutions it recognized as perpetuating social injustice. To navigate inside the systems the profession wished to change without becoming subsumed by other agendas, seven national social agencies combined to form the National Social Workers Association (NASW).  The NASW created a code of ethics. The code was put in place to ground social workers as they piloted within the three spheres of the profession: individual casework, social administration, and social action.  While it is important to understand how capitalism shapes the attitudes and beliefs of the community’s social workers serve, it is vital that social workers remain vigilantly aware of the effect capitalism has on their professional lens.
 
 
 
 
 


 
  How Capitalism Seeks to Define the Relationship Between Social Workers and Their Clients
 The social work “paradox—inherent modernist roots that contradict the philosophical base of practice.” Boetto (2016, p.48)
        	There is an ethical mandate for social workers to understand the underlying biases of the capitalist paradigm in the United States in order to mitigate injustice engendered by the paradox while working within government-funded agencies.  The paradox lies between the ontological foundations of the agencies that economically support social work and the epistemological concepts that social workers espouse.
        	In the United States, the social work profession emerged as a counterweight to shifts in how modern society viewed individuals within a capitalist paradigm.  In 1930, social work was officially classified as a profession, and social workers were sanctioned to begin working within public schools, hospitals, and child welfare and family agencies.  The need for professional social workers subsequently grew as American society attempted to address the imbalance that emerged as rising economic prosperity and productivity brought with it a sharp increase in the nation’s poverty levels.
        	The fulcrum of this imbalance is the rise of the capitalist state.  As industry rose to become the predominant shaper of political policy, the world shifted:
 On the one hand, we have the opening of markets, the establishment of global values in relation to their local setting, the overcoming of time and space limitations, the dissemination of knowledge, the migration of capital and labor, and the linking of people, cultures, and economics; while, on the other hand, we have the polarizing power and the specific division of labor which have introduced the concept of class stratification in society. This is a consequence of the differentiation of opposites. (Dragičevič-Radičevič and Gavrilodvič, 2013, p.434)
        	Karl Marx, the German economist, philosopher, and social revolutionary, recognized that capitalism changed how society views individuals.  He saw that capitalism touted the elimination of social class as a means of speeding technological advancement in the name of greater human society and that free markets offered greater individual freedom.  Marx agreed with Adam Smith, the 18th-century Scottish economist and philosopher, that Laissez-Faire economics changed an individual’s time into a commodity that could then be valued by the “masters” of industry.  Marx and Smith recognized that commoditized individuals would be valued both as necessary components of production and as consumers of the goods they produced. They also recognized the effect that the free market would have on individual identity.
In An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith wrote about the divisions of labor in society, stating that the cost of labor would be determined by the tension between the laborer and the masters, and that if either of the groups banded together they could then control the cost of the labor and the power dynamic. Adam Smith’s writing predisposed the policy influencers of Great Britain, Europe, and eventually the United States to embed into their governments’ frameworks mechanisms that would further the “master’s agenda'' and cement power in the hands of the social elite.  Many of the founding fathers of the United States were admires of Adam Smith and also supported slavery, voting rights tied to land ownership, the electoral college, and privatized banking, all as a purposeful part of the makeup of national government to keep power in the hands of white, educated landowners.
In the United States, the liberal promise of John Locke, the English philosopher and physician, was embodied in the governance framework. He held that it was the natural right of every man to life, liberty, and property, and that idea is central to the preamble of the Constitution. At the same time, there is constant friction between the needs of capitalism and the liberal political structure which enables it. Because liberal philosophy endorses free markets and free trade, it ends up entrenching capitalism in a sociopolitical system that also supports limited government, secularism and individual rights, and therein lies the fulcrum of the matter.  On one hand, you have a society that believes in the right of self-determination and on the other you have a political system that supports an economic hierarchy that sees individuals as commodities and consumers. “The state, which derives its power from the productive forces of capitalism, is complicit in impoverishing the labor and gains of social work in society.” (Pimentel, Brusky, Bleeman, n.d.)
The founders of the United States prioritized the economic interest and welfare of the individual above the interest and welfare of society as a whole, and believed that free markets, along with supply and demand, would be sufficient regulating principles. However, the unfettered market is often thought to be the harbinger of the Great Depression. The subsequent collapse of the world economy led the U.S. to institutionalize social programs and policies that would oversee and regulate resource privatization. Such oversight, along with federal insurance programs, were put in place to help mitigate the social fallout resulting from the greed that the pre-depression free market engendered. Government oversight created a hybrid socialist/capitalist economy, with a federally enforced free market. Government policy shifted from allowing industry unfettered freedom to regulating industry and recognizing and supporting basic workers’ rights. The shift also saw the government taking responsibility for the welfare of its citizens. The creation of the Social Security Administration in 1930 and Child Welfare Services in 1935 brought many social workers into the arms of newly formed federal and state government agencies ("Social programs in the United States," 2009).
        	The beginning of the Social worker profession traces back to 1898 according to NASW history. At that time care for societies’ vulnerable populations shifted from being a hobby relegated to socially conscious mavens and became a professional vocation. Unfortunately, the profession of social work, from its start, has been required to operate within the very paradigm that engenders and perpetuates the existence of vulnerable populations.
The economization of social work means that the social worker has been subjected to the logic of the market and its orientation.  This is connected to implementing methods and concepts of business administration and private entrepreneurship and running a social work much like a private company. (Stark, 2017)
        	The mythos of American citizenship is fierce independence. American culture disdains the view of individuals as interconnected or interdependent. This notion is embodied in the idea that able citizens should be able to ''pull themselves up by their bootstraps” (Popik, 2012).  In fact, American culture has always had a Darwinian view of social hierarchy. The capitalist paradigm holds as sacred an individual’s freedom to sell or invest labor for maximum economic return. It also holds that if a person is poor, the fault lies in their personnel choices or their biological makeup.  “Unemployment and poverty, according to the Social Darwinist canon, have become problems of the individual, of character weakness and a lack of readiness to perform in a job” (Stark, 2017).  In that way, science (i.e., the science of Social Darwinism) has been successfully employed to rationalize and normalize the fact that humans exploit other humans. The influence of such science on culture is too expansive a topic to explore here, suffice it to say that within the capitalist paradigm this science takes its place as a commodity that can be used to support financiers’ agendas and shape social viewpoints.
In modern times, the role of social workers has evolved so that social workers now strive to bring to light and change the factors that create and perpetuate inequality, to advocate for understanding, and to aid in reshaping the dynamics that cause social inequality.  A dilemma inherent in the modern role of social work is that as a profession it relies upon the existence and perpetuance of vulnerable populations.  Social workers need inequality in order to have “customers” (clients) they can serve and charge. Further, when social workers are not paid for their services by their clients, they are most likely remunerated by the very organizations and institutions that create and perpetuate a society of “haves” and “have nots”.  In the United States, social workers peddle services that offer the promise of becoming a “have.”
        	When a person chooses to pursue a degree in social work they enter an institution that is embedded in capitalist principles and values. In the United States, a social worker must pay for and earn a Master’s of Social Work degree from an institution that has been accredited by an external governing body that has judged that the institution’s curriculum appropriately reflects what the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) has deemed good for society. To move through the program, fledgling social workers must indicate to their professors that they have understood and assimilated the approved knowledge. In such programs, as throughout the American educational system, performance is judged, and students are encouraged to compete for high grades. Competition is so embedded in the educational system that educational institutions themselves must compete for government funding through mandated mass testing. This competitiveness, where efforts are viewed from the binary perspective of success or failure, reflects the attitudes of a free market economy. 
Once social work students get their stamp of approval from their degree program they enter the job market and are slotted into various institutions, agencies, or associations where, according to Adam Smith (1814), they will be paid according to what the ”masters” (i.e., their employers, or the industry) have deemed appropriate. At this point, social workers begin to confront the dilemma of defining what constitutes positive outcomes as a result of their efforts in the field. The NASW web page (2020) states that social workers must endeavor to help people in their personal and interpersonal lives to achieve social improvement; the profession also pursues change in society for the benefit of a broad variety of individuals, families and communities. However, the definitions of “improvement” and “benefit” are variables dependent on the views of the dominant culture of the time, an independent variable. Because these definitions are heavily influenced by the dominant culture, it becomes harder and harder for social workers to navigate a social landscape where many cultures are clamoring to be heard above the dominant dialogue.
Social work is in a unique position among the helping professions. Its existence is largely due to the inherent negative by-products of capitalism, and at the same time it is economically dependent on the capitalist system to function. Yet, despite the fact that it exists within a capitalist paradigm, within its professional structure there are activities and actions that transcend the dictates of the free market, which values efficiency and profit over flexibility and accountability.  In 1955, seven organizations merged to form the NASW: American Association of Social Workers (AASW), American Association of Medical Social Workers (AAMSW), National Association of School Social Workers (NASW), American Association of Psychiatric Social Workers (AAPSW), American Association of Group Workers (AAGW), Association for the Study of Community Organization (ASCO), and Social Work Research Group (SWRG).  They joined together because they recognized the complexity social workers faced in a competitive culture where institutional and agency priorities often shift from election cycle to election cycle.  The NASW set forth a code of ethics in 1958 to ground the social work profession in a set of core values. The code of ethics became a touchstone for its members because it recognized the realities of a complex, fluid society. By unifying and solidifying a code of ethics, the organization created an ethical framework of principles, values, and standards to which members could be held accountable, and which clients could use as a basis of expectation. “The Code offer(s)…to guide decision making and conduct when ethical issues arise. It does not provide a set of rules that prescribe how social workers should act in all situations” (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2008).
Capitalist society does not promote the happy and healthy development of its members. As Matthers states (2020, p2), the mental distress of a society can only be alleviated when its members can live without oppression and exploitation. It is important to recognize that social workers may be the only access point from which individuals in marginalized communities can have their voices be heard, in hopes of achieving social equality
Unfortunately, those access points are often phone banks with minimally trained staff or automated systems.  In an attempt to conserve costs, government-based social agencies hire unskilled workers who are given call sheets to answer frequently asked questions and provide referrals to redirect distressed callers.  These are not best practices; these are the practices that are available due to a scarcity of resources. 
The other option for social workers (aside from private practice) is employment in what would seem to be the antonym of capitalist endeavors: the not-for-profit business. However, even these not-for-profit enterprises function in essentially the same way as for-profit businesses.  Instead of exchanging money for labor or goods, these enterprises take in clients or perform services that are quantified and qualified by “masters.” They are also funded at the whim of the prevailing social and political climate.
Even the American judicial system (a supposed not-for-profit system) perpetuates social injustice by placing a quantitative value on the time a person is sent away from society to serve their sentence. Often, the infraction holds more weight in the determination of the sentence than the individual circumstances of the case. The American legal system emphasizes punishing individuals for their choices, regardless of the extenuating circumstances (including economic, educational, mental or social issues). The public law system is also perpetually understaffed and underfunded.
It could be viewed that the financial limitations on social and legal advocacy agencies are systemically and intentionally propagated to hamper social workers in their efforts to achieve social justice and equity.  However, the NASW code of ethics should remind social workers that there is a mandate to address issues on the micro, mezzo and macro levels. Social work is performed on behalf of clients.  While the NASW uses the word “clients” in refererence to individuals, families, groups, organizations, and communities, the word actually refers to society as a whole.  When social workers lose sight of the interconnectedness of clients to the defining forces of the capitalist system it can subtly shift their ability to value their clients as individuals to be advocated for not customers to be served. 
	
Literature review:
[bookmark: _GoBack]        	Articles on the relationship between capitalism and social work mirror the academic social work communities’ acknowledgment of the existing dichotomy between the two systems.  There is a rich, reflective body of work to draw on, including Marx’s economic rally cries, Fromm’s ponderings of the relational complexity of our desires, and Foucault’s dissections of institutional control.  There is also a wide range of research on the training of student social workers in a capitalist system.  The literature produced from this research emphasizes ethical approaches that underscore the need to have humility, curiosity, and respect toward clients in all realms of social work.
From this writer’s point of view, based on a relatively shallow dive into the subject, there seems to be gaps in exploring the mezzo level of work that social workers can do on an agency level.  I did not find any literature about changing the culture of the workplace in defiance of, or in resistance to, capitalist influences. I also did not see any exploration of creative changes in agency approaches to office hierarchy and payment systems. Overall, there is a lack of discussion about what social workers might do, aside from ideas for adaptation of the current social structure, to evolve beyond capitalist influences.  
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