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Promise of modernity

the liberation of people from imposed bonds 
and the possibility to enter into new 
relationships based on justice and equality, no 
matter what creed, ethnicity, language or other 
collective characteristic of identity distinguished 
an individual



Social work as the carrier of this 
aspiration

Its mandate, (since its beginnings in the varied 
contexts of social disruption caused by the 
industrial revolution) was to find a balance 
between valuing and enhancing the autonomy
of the modern individual and at the same time 
enabling those threatened with marginalisation 
and exclusion to find a place in modern society



Gericault, Raft of the Medusa, 1818 



mediterranean sea 2015 



The project of modernity appears to 
be in crisis

• Discrepancy between emphasis on individual 
freedom at the expense of concern with 
equality
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Crisis evidenced in the crisis of European 
integration:

• the project of European integration is in 
jeopardy because of fundamental 
discrepancies in relation to ‘social belonging’





The quality of social solidarity 
becomes evident on the boundaries

• ‘belonging’ is in question for the poor, the 
non-self-sufficient

• Belonging is in question for those ‘without 
independent means’

• Belonging is in question for immigrants and 
refugees



Emigration = flight from poverty



Refugee numbers in proportion

• 7.6 million Syrians are displaced within the 
country

• 3.8 million have sought refuge in other 
countries

• 5,000 Syrians taken in by Britain since 2011

• war-damaged West Germany received until 
1955 approx. 9.7 million German refugees
from the territories east of the Oder and 
Neisse rivers and 3.3 million persons from 
eastern and southern Europe, 



struggle for survival

• between 1988 and 2014:  21.344 humans died 
in the Mediterranean Sea

• in 2014 the Italian Navy rescued 138,866 
people 

• UNHCR: This year's numbers: already 300,000 
crossed the sea, approx. 2,500 died in the 
attempt



“coffin ships” to America 1846



Irish famine 1845-47

• Deaths between 1.0 and 1.5 Million Famine-
related deaths

• Emigration: Between 1.5 and 2.0 million Irish left 
Ireland due to the Famine

• Coffin Ships: 20,000 Irish died enroute to Canada

• At the peak of the famine 3 million people were 
fed in soup kitchens





responses to growing social imbalance

Europe 2015

rescuing individual 
survivors –

expelling the ‘non-
deserving’



responses to growing social imbalance

Europe 2015 charities  19th century

rescuing individual 
survivors –

expelling the ‘non-
deserving’

rescuing individual cases 
from destitution 

- incarcerating the ‘non-
deserving’ or banning 
them to the colonies

survival of the fittest



Europe after World War II: 

• will to political peace through gradual opening 
of boundaries

• social integration recognised as the 
foundation for political stability and economic 
success: affirmation of the welfare state 
model (in various forms)



European integration at the crossroads 
today

• political unification stagnates – unity in 
diversity is unresolved; threat of nationalist 
backlash

• social integration measures are suspended –
the welfare state model is called into 
question; welfare support becomes 
conditional on recipients showing clear 
individual efforts



neoliberalism spreads

• These policies of individualisation and 
privatisation manifest the exhaustion of a 
general political will to address proactively issues 
of social integration, belonging and solidarity at a 
structural level. 

• economism prevails over welfare principles as 
demonstrated in the current state of the 
European political integration project (see 
Greece!)

• International relations driven by capitalist 
interests (see TTIP negotiations)



indications of a ‘crisis of modernity’

social work’s role in the project of modernity 
was to maintain a balance between 

• fostering individual autonomy   and

• promoting social equality

this legitimated also the ‘dual mandate’ of 
combining care and control



Social policy tendencies after 1989

splitting of 

• privatisation of care (informal care, 
commercialisation) increases inequality

• strengthening of public control (surveillance, 
social service reglementation, increased 
policing role in probation, rehabilitation, 
youth delinquency)



Social work responses to the political 
transformations

• Withdrawal to providing ‘technical solutions’ 
(following regulations, protocols, 
concentrating on cases, maximizing efficiency, 
‘evidence based practice’ …)

• Seeking new alliances with service users, 
engaging in participative research, 
strengthening civil society initiatives



Ambivalence of European social 
policies – pro-active messages (1)

Maastricht Treaty (1992), Art. 3

(The Union) … shall combat social exclusion and
discrimination, and shall promote social justice
and protection, equality between women and
men, solidarity between generations and
protection of the rights of the child. 



(2)

Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union (2010/C 83/02):

articles 22-26: equal rights of cultural, religious 
and linguistic communities, of women and men, 
children, the elderly and of persons with 
disability. 

articles 34 :the right to social security and to 
health care 

article 35: the rights of workers



however (2):

• responsibility for the actual provision of welfare 
remains a central part of national sovereignty as 
it enshrines very distinct cultural values which 
cannot be ‘harmonised’ according to universal 
European standards;

• monitoring their implementation reveals deficits 
e.g. regarding poverty (Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, 
Latvia, Romania and UK) and childhood education 
and care (Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, 
Estonia, ES, HU, IT, MT, PL, RO, SK, UK).



evidence in child welfare

• Child protection has become a highly acute topic 
across most European countries and violence against 
children is being condemned internationally allowing 
no extenuating references to cultural differences (see 
the United Nations Children’s Fund, 2014). 

• On 1 July 2010 the ‘Convention on the Protection of 
Children against Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse’ 
of the Council of Europe came into force

• In 2011, the European Parliament and Council 
adopted a directive that addresses specific kinds of 
child abuse, the ‘Directive 2011/92/EU (of December 
2013) on combating the sexual abuse and sexual 
exploitation of children and child pornography’. 



However …

• resource deficits increase the dilemma between 
protection and prevention

• Example: Sweden’s low rate of domestic violence
and serious abuse can be attributed to its still
largely universal support measures in the form of
family centres and parental leave, but it might
also express a reluctance to subject families to
close scrutiny even when concerns over the
safety of a child have been raised (Leviner, 2014).



Child welfare is a political issue, not a 
psychological one alone

Child welfare services in particular turn into
‘protection-focused prevention’ (France &
Utting, 2005) under tight regulation for
intervention and under resource constraints so
that the interventions by social workers come to
prioritise psychological therapeutic processes
over addressing the wider social and economic
context of families (Roose, Roets & Schiettecat,
2014),



Evidence in relation to poverty

‘The deterioration of financial distress among 
people in the lowest income quartile households 
accelerated since 2007 in all Member States… 
The share of population in the lowest income 
quartile households that suffers from financial 
difficulties ranges from less than 10% in 
Germany and Luxembourg to more than 40% in 
Italy, Romania, Slovakia and Spain’ (Europe 
2020).





social work responses to poverty

danger of accommodation to divisive policy 
strategies: ‘blaming the victims’

– individualised approaches (even in Greece!)

– spread of ‘activation’ methods

– promoting a ‘self-culture’ (Beck – Gernsheim)



Dangers of de-professionalisation
• A study in Nordic countries, comparing attitude s to 

poverty among social workers (Blomberg et al., 
2013)showed: in line with political ‘social regime’ 
changes towards neo-liberalism, there was a significant 
difference between social workers with a higher 
qualification on the one hand and those with a basic or 
no professional qualification on the other, with the 
latter showing a prevalence for individual-centred
explanations of poverty. 

• This allows the prediction that with progressive de-
professionalisation the popular stereotypes of welfare 
recipients as personally lacking in drive or skills will 
gain also further acceptance inside social service 
agencies



Responses to immigrants symptomatic: 
(quasi-)ethnification of social solidarity

• A study of European countries comparing 
expressions of informal solidarity of the general 
population in relation to different categories of 
recipients, among them immigrants, found in 
some cases an interesting correlation between 
the (low) degree of ‘sympathy’ for immigrants 
and for the unemployed (van Oorschot, 2008)

• sympathy is higher for elderly, sick and disabled
people



“them and us”

‘One could speculate that where national 
resources for social protection are low, people 
tend to differentiate their solidarity more 
strongly on the basis of identity (in order to 
preserve the little there is for ‘ourselves’), while 
in a context of affluence people tend to 
differentiate solidarity more along lines of 
incapacity’ (ibid, p. 10). 



ethnification vs. social solidarity

‘comprehensive welfare provisions can still 
function as a means of preventing countries 
sliding into right-wing populism and adopting 
the characteristics of the kind of racialised
divisiveness characteristic of US welfare 
approaches’ (Taylor-Gooby, 2005) 



Greece 2015



soup kitchen 1870



political disunity and social inequality 
reinforce each other

‘Political disunity between member states and 
social and economic discrepancies reinforce each 
other and the erosion of social solidarity within the 
nation states by the deliberate abandonment of 
welfare state principles feeds directly into the 
fragmentation of European national interests. 

Conversely, there is evidence that a considerable 
part of the population fear that European 
integration might impact negatively on national 
social security’ (Beaudonnet, 2014; Kumlin, 2009). 



social challenges for Europe

• a market-driven European integration project 
without ‘correcting’ effective social policies 
will fail because it increases social inequality 
which in turn increases nationalist and racist 
tendencies

• social work practice focused on supporting 
individual efforts is a switch-back to 19th

century concepts and contributes to the 
failure of the integration project



what is demanded of contemporary 
social work?

facing up to the challenges of modernity by affirming 
its professional character, which means: 

• Acting not on instructions, nor as spontaneous crisis 
reaction, but on the basis of an independent analysis 
of the wider context in which problems arise

• Strengthening specific social work research and 
academic training

• Forging international contacts to see issues 
transversally 



Implications for practice

– combining the concern for personal autonomy with 
that for social equality

– promoting differentiated identity developments 
negotiated with reference to autonomy and equality

– using professional discretion as advocacy for rights

– fostering social citizenship when working at the 
individual level (beyond ‘counselling’ or ‘coaching’)

– becoming politically committed to a project of “Social 
Europe” (the alternative is a return to the 19th

century)



Social work as a public service

• Social work has a public mandate – privatising
it would mean transforming public concerns 
into personal troubles

• Social work ensures that service users receive 
help as a matter of rights and not as charity

• Social workers are engaged in making social 
citizenship a lived reality. The right to belong 
is not a matter of having the right nationality.



“Rescuing people is not enough”

Jane Addams
1860 – 1935
Nobel laureate


