The Identity of Social Welfare Education

Professor Nelson CHOW*

Introduction

It is my honor to be invited to speak at your Academy’s annual meeting. | have the
privilege of knowing some of vou before at conferences organized by the International
Association of Schools of Social Work and the Asia Pacific Association of School Work
Education. As one of my research interests is aging, 1 have also had the opportunity of
participating in symposiums organized by some of your colleagues in conferences on aging.
I also treasure very much the opportunity to serve on the editorial board of the Hallym
International Journal of Aging, of which Professor Hyunsook Yoon, Chair of your
Academy’s Research and Flanning Committee, is the Chief Editor. Indeed, I have always
enjoyed working with social work and sccial welfare colleagues in the Asian region as we

share a common identity.

The topic that I am going to talk about, “The Identity of Social Welfare Education,” is
one that has been chosen for me. Perhaps I should say from the start that I have found
the topic at once easy and difficult. It is easy because the topic is so broad that I can talk
about any thoughts that I have, as long as they are related to social welfare education,
which | assume includes, as its major part, social work education. However, so broad a
topic has also its disadvantage as | have to decide for myselt what would be of interest to
you. Fortunately, 1 have known Dr. Hyung Shik Kim for many years and some of you
have also become my old friends, and so I think | do know what are the things with
which we have been struggling in social work and social welfare education. After much
soul searching, | have decided to examine the identity of social welfare education from two

different angles.
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First, | would examine the question of identity from the angle of some of the
phenomena that have been facing all of us, namely the trends of internationalization and
globalization. These trends have not only changed our social, economic and political
environment, but also the ways in which we have taken to perceive, as well as to tackle,
the problems that have risen from these changes. The effort to internationalize the social
welfare curriculum is not new. About a decade ago, in the early 1990s, Dr. Richard Estes
of the University of Pennsylvania edited a book titled Infernationalizing Secial Work, in
which he argued for an opening up of the social work curriculum to include topics of an
international nature. He viewed such an opening up of our social work curriculum as
being urgently called for since social welfare systems in the World are becoming more and
more alike as countries are learning from one another. Recently Professor David Cox of La
Trobe University, former President of APASWE, has also written a forthcoming book titled,
Tasks and Practices in Intermational Social Work, in which he identified a number of social
work tasks and practices, like inter-country adoption and migration, that would cut cross
country boundaries. In other words, as countries are drawing closer to one another, facing
similar social problems and adopting more or less the same social welfare systems, there is
indeed not much differences in the identify of those working within these systems, nor the

educational programs training them.

The other angle of looking at the identity of social welfare education argues that while
we have no escape from the globalization trend, it does not necessarily result in a sacrifice
of our own values and ftraditions. On the contrary, some would argue that in order that
the intermnational content of the social welfare curriculum could be enriched, we should
even be more diligent in finding out our own strengths so as to make our contributions.
Indeed, social welfare educators, like Professor James Midgley of the University of
California at Berkeley, have long recognized the imperialistic nature of social welfare

education and have proposed a return to each country’s indigenous values and traditions.

In the following, I shall examine these two angles of lecking at the identity of social
welfare education in greater detail. While it is tempting to come up with a proposal that
would take into consideration the strengths of each of the two angles, I do not believe
that a sclution can be found somewhere in between. The purpose of identifying the
identity of social welfare education is to provide those trained in it a sense of certainty
that they are indeed working for the benefit of those whom they are serving. They must

also be sure that people whom they are working with share their values. Hence, there is
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no preclusion of any angle of looking at the identity of social welfare education; what is

important is the adoption of an identity that will truly serve the above purposes.

The Effects of Globalization and Internationalization on Social
Welfare Education

The effect of globalization and internationalization on our lives is simply too obvious. I
still could remember, vividly in my mind, the incident of the terrorists’ attack on
September 11, 2001, as | watched on the screen the collapse of the twin towers of the
World Trade Centre in New York, right at the time when it happened. With the
development of modern communication technologies, including the e-mail that has brought
us so close to one another, we now hardly realize that in fact we are still living thousands
of miles apart. Furthermore, social, economic and political events that occur in particular
countries have often had their effects not only felt in these countries, but throughout the
World. | am sure that we all remember the Asian financial crisis that began in the latter
part of 1997 and caused us so much hardship and suffering. It started with the
devaluation of the Thai baht in July of that year, when China regained its sovereignty over
Hong Kong from the British colonial rule. We people in Hong Kong were so jubilant
about the return that we hardly noticed that crises were already around the cornmer. Then
one country after another in Asia had their currencies attacked and our financial systems
were in turmoil. I was in Seoul in January 1998 attending a preparatory meeting of the
Asia Pacific Regional Congress on Gerontology. My Korean friends told me if their
economy did not quickly recover, with the Korean won continued to stay at around 1,800
to 1 American dollar, they would have difficulties in organizing the Congress. Fortunately,
as a result of your hard work and sacrificing spirit, the economic situation in Korea
became vibrant again in a short period, but in Hong Kong we are still yet to see the end
of the tunnel. What I would want to say is that as countries and peoples live so close
together nowadays that there is no escape for us to consider the global effects of our

actions. In a way, we now all share a common fate, as well as a common identity.

Other than the global effects of our actions, we would also find many of the issues or
problems discussed in social welfare curriculum, like human rights and social justice, have

become international in nature. For example, we understand that the solution to issues like
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the fight against discrimination of all kinds, or the alleviation of problems like the combat

against AIDS, require international cooperation.

Indeed, under the effect of globalization, efforts have already been made to
internationalize our social welfare training programs: First, students are helped to broaden
their horizons and to perceive problems from the angle of diversity, taking into
consideration the differences that exist between countries. Second, students are encouraged
to adopt a global view and to learn from the experiences of other people, in order that
they might bright about innovations in their countries” social welfare and social work
developments. Third, students are given the opportunity to learn to be appreciative of
others’ cultures and to engage in collaborative projects across countries. In short, we have
leng given up the restricted identity that we once held and have been promoting or
developing an international social welfare curriculum. In fact, the trend of globalization has
given us no choice but to broad our horizons, adopting a perspective that is receptive of

diversities and differences.

So far, 1 have talked about the trend of internationalization and how globalization has
affected the identity of social welfare education. It should not be mistaken that it is the
only identity that we can adopt. In our efforts to internationalize our social welfare
training programs, we should ask whether we are really going international or we are
simply becoming more westernized in our curriculum? Also, as we are struggling to
become more international, are we forgetting the identity that is enshrined in our own
cultures? Finally, is an emphasis on our own cultural heritage incompatible with the global
trend in social welfare education? In the following, I shall attempt to deal with the above

questions.

The Western Idea of Social Welfare

So far, I have hardly said anything about the meaning of identity. Why is identity
important to social welfare education? What is the identity of social welfare education and
how does it come about? At the individual level, identity means how a person perceives
himself or herself and this perception is something that he or she treasures or holds dear.
Identity can thus be said to be things, or perceptions of them, that people can be proud of

and work hard to keep. For example, a person is known for his honesty and it has
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become a quality so dear to him that he is prepared to sacrifice what might come to him
if he could just be a little bit more compromising. Identity is so important because only in
this way that a person knows the value of one’s existence. Without an identity, a person

may not even know what one is living for.

How does identity come about? There are basically two schools of thoughts about its
origin. One school proposes that it is socially constructed. In other words, we have
developed certain identities largely because we are living in a particular society with
certain traditions and cultural practices. Hence, we say people in the East have identities
different from that of the West. Of course, when we are talking about these differences, we
may only be speaking in general terms as we probably could find more commonalities
than differences between people living in different parts of the World. But since our
environment and traditions differ, we do have developed values and practices dissimilar to

one another and so too our identities.

The other school proposes that our identity develops as we interact with one another.
In other words, our identity comes about because in interacting with other people, we
come to know what is acceptable or unacceptable in our own culture and environment.
Gradually we develop our own way of behaving and it becomes our identity. What the
two schools are proposing are, in fact, not very different from one another as people are
not interacting in empty shells but within certain contexts with their unique cultures and
traditions. We can say that the first school places more emphasis on external factors while

identity is perceived to be more dynamic in the latter.

Now | would come back to the identity of social welfare education. Before | talk about
the identity of social welfare education, I need to go back to some of the original ideas on
the modem social welfare system and the development of the “welfare states.” There is no
disputing the fact that the modern social welfare system began in the West in the late 19"
Century when the ill effects(or diswelfare as coined by Richard M. Titmuss) of
industrialization began to surface. Harold L. Wilensky and Charles L. Lebeaux, in their
now classic work, Industrial Society and Social Welfare, proposed that as a country
industrialized, it would naturally be followed by the development of modern social welfare,
which would move progressively from a residual model to an institutional-re-distributive
model. Though some have disputed the linear relationship between industrialization and

social welfare, the fact remains that sophisticated social welfare systems only often exist in



CENEEREE

highly industrialized societies.

The social and economic environment that has led to the development of modern social
welfare is not the major theme of discussion here. But in the process of setting up a
modern social welfare system, ideas have to be proposed to justify its establishment. At
the early stage of social welfare development in the West, Christian ideas like “loving
one’s neighbor” and “it is more blessed to give than to take” had not only provided an
ideclogical basis for the welfare measures, but had also given an identity for those
advocating for their development. Of course, people in the West did not only learn from
the Christian teachings, slogans that people shouted during the French Revelution and the
American War of Independence, like liberty, equality and fraternity, had probably a greater
impact on the minds of the people of what they were looking for. The introduction of
social insurance in Germany in 1883 teold us that the provision of social welfare had
already shifted from stressing the virtues of loving one’s neighbor to emphasizing the
state’s responsibility in enabling every member to live a free and independent life. This
shift in emphasis is in line with the model proposed by Wilensky and Lebeaux, in that the
objective of social welfare is transforming from meeting the needs of the unfortunate to the

creation of a just and equal society.

The development of the “welfare states” in most European countries after World War 11
witnessed a complete overhaul of the religious base of social welfare to one stressing civil
rights and social justice. Professor T.H. Marshall of London University clearly wrote in the
1950s that to ask for help should no longer be viewed as an expression of weakness or an
act to seek sympathy from the kind-hearted, it is an exercise of one’s right as a member
of the society to which one belongs and contributes. This identity of social welfare has also
made social welfare provisions moving from a selectivist to a universalist approach. The
reforms brought about by the Conservative and Liberal governments in most European
countries in the last three decades have no doubt reverted back the trend of universalism,

but the identity of social welfare as a right of the citizen has hardly come into doubt.

While stressing the collective responsibility of the state in protecting the welfare of its
citizens, it should not be mistaken that the individual has been forgotten. In fact, such
primacy is given to the sanctity of the individual that, in comparison, social networks are
only accorded with secondary importance in the development of social welfare. I will come

back to the question of collective versus individual responsibility later on, but it would be
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suffice to point out here that in the course of developing comprehensive and complex
social welfare systems, the place of the individual has not been neglected; the success of
social welfare has in fact always been measured by the extent to which it has helped
individuals to attain self-fulfillment. In a way, the development of the rights concept as a
basis for social welfare is to put on the state a collective responsibility towards the

wellbeing of individual citizens.

To summarize, the above examination has found that the identity of social welfare in
the West has been enlarged from primarily helping the destitute to meeting the needs of
every member of society. Central to the modern idea of social welfare is, now, a focus on
the right of the individual to protection by the state in their pursuit of a satisfactory life.
The dual emphasis on right and the choice of the individual has no doubt characterized
the identity of modern social welfare and is now accepted not only in the West but also
in countries throughout the World that have attained similar levels of social welfare

development.

I have mentioned that social welfare development in the West has come under attack
in the last three decades and the pendulum has swung since the mid-1970s, from an
approach basically socialist in nature to one that has been described as “new right” or
“neo-conservative.” The golden age of the “welfare states” has certainly reached its peak in
the years before the Oil Crisis in 1973 and since then, social welfare in almost all Western
countries has been undergoing a period of contraction. “Workfare” and “entitlements from
contributions” are now some of the ideas that have been associated with the “new right”
approach, though, as 1 have mentioned before, they have not completely replaced welfare
rights and social equality. What has happened is that the identity of social welfare, as
characterized by the emphasis on citizenship rights and sccial equality, is not so
universally accepted as before; people begin to think that a person really has to work hard

to earn one’s social protection.

Other than the ideological basis of social welfare, another change that has been
affecting the provision of social welfare is our understanding of the role of the family.
When I was trained as a professional social worker in the late 1960s, some sociologists in
the West were predicting the death of the family system. It was at the time of the Hippies
and the family system was seen as bondage on the freedom of the individual. Of course,

the family system did not go away and with the diminishing of the “welfare states,” some
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began to advocate for the formulation of family policies, like Professors Alfred |. Kahn and
Sheila B. Kamerman of the University of Columbia. The revival of the interest in the
family system does not mean that there has actually been an improvement in its functions;
it has simply accepted the fact that families, even in the West, are still performing the
major role in providing members with care and support. In stressing the caring role of the
family system, it implies at the same time that the protective functions of the state are not

as comprehensive as before, at least its welfare role is no longer “from cradle to grave.”

Another change in the identity of social welfare is the revisiting of the debate on the
choice between universality and selectivity. During the high days of the “welfare states,”
the consensus was that social welfare should be universally provided to all in need,
irrespective of their social, economic and pelitical statuses. For anyone who has doubts
about this consensus, I would recommend the reading of the now classic works on social
welfare by Professor Titmuss, like Commifment to Social Welfare. The demise of the “welfare
states” in the late 1970s saw a reversal of the universalist trend and a turn towards the
selectivist approach. I am not here to go into the debate between universalism and
selectivism, but for those engaging in the field of social welfare, | am sure you would
agree with me, the universal provision of social welfare, conferring benefits on needy

citizens as a matter of right, is no longer seen as the only way to a just and equal society.

From welfare to workfare, from neglect to stressing the caring role of the family, from
universalism to selectivism these three are the changes that have completely overhauled
our understanding of the identity of social welfare. In teaching our students about the
pursuit of a fair and just society, we now no longer put the burden entirely on the state;
individuals have also to be responsible and they have to work hard for their own
wellbeing. The family has also had a role to play and in most situations, it is the most
important source of care and support. Public resources have also to be selectively provided
for the needy ones, as universal provisions will be destructive to individual incentives and
the spirit of private entrepreneur. As I have mentioned before, we have not forsaken the
ideals of social equality and citizenship rights, but in educating our social welfare students,
the identity that we portrait is no longer one that is narrow and dogmatic. The identity is
now one geing in parallel with the social and economic realities and is characterized by
diversity and flexibility. In other words, we no longer just focus on the one “welfare state”
model, but believe that there are in fact many different ways to promoting people’s

welfare.
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The Eastern Idea of Social Welfare

In the above I have tfalked about the development of social welfare in Western
industrialized countries and changes in its ideclogical basis. I want to point out that the
values, upon which social welfare development in Western industrialized countries has
been based, are also commonly accepted by secial welfare educators throughout the World,
since the majority of them have either received their training in the West or being trained
under the Western influence. When I studied in England in the early 1970s, two of my
classmates were from Korea. By the time when I started to teach social policy in the
mid-1970s, T found what I knew were all what had happened in the West. T began to ask
myself whether people in the East, like myself, had also our own ideas of social welfare.
Also, whether we had to follow the footsteps of the West in developing the “welfare
states” and then witnessing their demise? Was it possible to develop our own social
welfare system, in accordance with our own cultural values and practices? In 1987 1
published an article in Infernational Social Welfare titled “The Western and Chinese Ideas of

Social Welfare,” which represents my preliminary thinking on the topic.

In the following | shall list out some social welfare features that, I think, are special to
our own and would give us an identity different from that of the West. First, what is our
goal of social welfare development? An often-quoted description of the “ideal society” in

Chinese literature is in the Book of Rites, which states that:

When the Word prevails, people seek the good of the whole society, select
the wise to govern and stress trust and social harmony. As a result, people not
only take care of their relatives and children, but also work hard to ensure that
all the elderly are well cared for, the strong have opportunities to put their
energy to good use and the voung can grow up in healthy ways. The
widowed, lonely, disabled and the sick should all be provided for. This then
will be the ideal state.

It is clear from the above quotation that people in the East have long their conception
of the ideal society, which would come when “people seek the good of the whole society”
and not just their own interests. Opposite to the idea embodied in the “welfare state” that
governments should be responsible for the welfare of her people, the “ideal society” is

solidly based on the relationships that one finds within the family system. Hence, when
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one cares about one’s relatives and children, he or she should also extend the care to
others in similar situations. The notion of care is therefore not based, as in the West, on a
belief in common humanity, but is firmly grounded upon and, to a large extent, an
extension of the obligations that one has within his or her family. There are two other

features that come out from this notion of care.

First, since the notion of care is built upon a network of social relationships, the role
of the state is only secondary to that of other institutions, especially the family. It is the
belief of people in the East that when they are in need, they would first seek help from
their family members; assistance from the state would generally be the last resort. I am not
suggesting that state help is not important in societies in this part of the World. On the
contrary, evidence showed that social protection in these societies has increasingly been
viewed as a shared responsibility between the state and the family. However, the identity

of social welfare in the East has yet to become identical with state care.

Second, while the notion of care is based on one’s relationship with other people, the
concept of right as a basis of social welfare has never been so firmly accepted by people
in the East as in the West. I understand that people in the East have begun to recognize
their right to social protection, but they have yet to see social welfare as the state’s sole
responsibility. People would probably blame the government if the needy are left
unattended to, but they would be hesitant to claim it as their right to receive help,
especially on matters that are clearly perceived as the responsibility of each individual, like
caring one’s children and elderly parents. This also explains why in Eastern societies, there
is often a proliferation of informal organizations based on social relationships that provide

care and suppaort.

In explaining the identity of social welfare in the Hast, though I have mainly quoted
from the teachings of Confucius, | have not forgotten the existence of other belief systems,
such as Buddhism and Islam, and more recently Christianity. There is no doubt that the
interaction between different belief systems has modified our thinking towards social
welfare and especially our obligations towards one another. However, the mingling of the
Eastern and Western cultures does not necessarily wipe away the differences between the

two; each still retains its own identity.

In summary, social welfare in Eastern societies has traditionally been based and built
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upon a network of social relationships, rather than as a matter of rights and
responsibilities. The concepts of right and social equality, as embodied in Western social
welfare, are yet to be fully recognized in the East, where people are still holding fast to
the principle that a person should first seek help from his intimate circles and, only failing
that, from the state. Indeed, the ideal society in the minds of most people in the East, and
thus the identity of social welfare, is one in which every person does his or her duty in

accordance with their assigned roles, with the result that all are taken care of.

The Identity of Social Welfare Education

In building our social welfare curriculum, there is a necessity to think first our identity,
that is, the values that we want to uphold. We acknowledge that modern social welfare
begins in the West and so in developing our own social welfare systems, we cannot but
be influenced by the Western traditions. But the above examination shows that the
development of social welfare in the West, and so are the ideclogies underlying it, has
also undergone rapid changes. Furthermore, we also witness greater interests being shown
to cultures and values in the Hast, which have in turn influenced our thinking about social

welfare.

The above discussion finds that since Western and FHastern cultures have separate
origins and courses of development, it is not surprising that their conceptions of social
welfare are different. But what they share in common is an acceptance of the fact that
there are people in the society who need help and assistance. While social welfare in the
West has become a right to which citizens are entitled, the giving of help in the Hast
remains acts largely determined by the closeness in social relationships. However, the
revival of interest in the caring role of the family in the last three decades, as well as the
emergence of other informal sources of help, has made people in the West less reliant on
the state. On the other hand, the diminishing functions of the family in the East and the
gradual acceptance by the people of the right to state protection have increased the
pressure on the provision of formal welfare services. In a way, ideologies underlying the
provision of social welfare, and thus the identity of social welfare education, between the

East and the West are now drawing closer to one another and summarized as follows:

(1} There is a general acceptance of the right of the citizens to welfare protection from
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the state, though it is more absolute in the West than in the East.

(2} While the promotion of individual welfare is the prime objective of social welfare in
the West, the focus is much wider in the East, like the wellbeing of the whole
family or the entire community.

(3} Though both perceive the ultimate goal of social welfare to be the construction of a
fair and just society, the West tends to stress more on equality, while the
emphasis of the East is on the promoticn of harmonious relationships.

(4} Social welfare in the West is almost equivalent to the provision of services and its
aims are easier to measure, like the amelioration of poverty. People in the East
tend to conceive social welfare more abstracily and their needs are in a way more
difficult to satisfy.

The above four are not meant to be exhaustive. In regard to the Korean identity of
social welfare, I am sure that you are in a better position to conclude what values that
you want to uphold in educating your students. What I can say for sure, after teaching
social welfare for more than 25 years in several Asian societies, including Hong Kong,
Mainland China, Taiwan and [apan, is that we do have our own identity of social welfare
different from that of the West. As | have said, with the trend of globalization plus the
increasing opportunities of interacting with one another, people in different parts of the
World are now having more in common than differences. However, while moving in the
mainstream of globalization, we must strive hard to preserve and strengthen what is best
in our own systems. We must aim at, as a global objective, the creation of a fair and just
society, but we must not forget at the same time our own traditions, particularly the
family system that has given us so much warmth and comfort. Let us all, therefore, hard
work to create a social welfare identity that we social welfare educators in the East can be

proud of and desirous of passing to our students.
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