
In an age of austerity, can social workers be divorced from politics?
And if not, must they automatically be opposed to an economic
system that is hurting their clients most? Shahid Naqvi examines
how the current climate asks some fundemental questions about
what it means to be a social worker.

arry Phibbs is not one to shy
away from causing a stir. Aged 16,
he was arrested by the KGB at
Moscow Airport for smuggling
dissident literature, and

subsequently banned for life from the Soviet
Union. 

Today, the Conservative councillor for
London’s Hammersmith and Fulham is still at
it. Recently, he sparked fury writing a blog on
the Conservative Home website accusing social
work degrees of pedalling “unadulterated
Marxist rubbish”.

Whether you agree with this view or not –
and plenty don’t – his message is clear: leftwing
propaganda dominates social work degree
teaching. And since you need a social work
degree to practise, you’d be hard-pressed to get
past this first hurdle unless you hold socialist
views about the evils of free market economics,
or at least give lip service to it.

Debates over the political content of social
work degrees aside, Mr Phibbs’ blog raises
deep-rooted questions about what it means to
be a social worker. Do social workers exist
primarily to help individuals sort out their
problems within society or should they be
fundamentally concerned with challenging
social injustice? If the latter, does this mean
railing against the state when you believe it is
doing wrong? And does this inevitably put
practitioners in a position of being opposed to
free market economics which, on both a global
and local level, inherently produces winners and

losers? The question then arises whether the
role of social work automatically involve
championing the have-nots over the haves. 

In England, it’s one that has extra resonance
as a Conservative-led coalition government
pursues an austerity agenda which many social
work professionals, as well as the British
Association of Social Workers, maintain is
hurting the most vulnerable in society.

Cafcass’ Chief Executive Anthony Douglas
warned that child neglect cases will rise as more
families experience hardship due to public
spending cuts. The new Archbishop of
Canterbury Justin Welby recently took a side-

swipe at David Cameron when he said we are
currently seeing “things we thought had
disappeared in the thirties”.

There are those who would point the finger
of blame for much of this not just at recent
public spending cuts, but at the door of the
neoliberalist economic policies pursued by
successive governments over the past 30 years.
This, however, is not a perspective to hold sway
with Harry Phibbs, for whom it represents an
old-fashioned view of the world that should
have been consigned to the history dustbin
with the collapse of the Berlin Wall.

“It is pernicious for anyone to suggest that to
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empowerment and liberation of people to
enhance well-being. Utilising theories of human
behaviour and social systems, social work
intervenes at the points where people interact
with their environments. Principles of human
rights and social justice are fundamental to
social work.’

According to Ruth Cartwright, BASW
England’s Manager, it would be hard to marry
current government policy in England with the
above definition. “If you believe social work
should be a force for change, then it should be
exposing rather than concealing suffering and
lack of humanity,” she says. 

“It should be speaking with and for service
users and those who are discriminated against.
Unfortunately, most social workers are too
ground down by daily distress and heavy
workloads to take up the cudgels.”

Politically compromised
In 2006, social work academic and author Dr
Paul Stepney claimed the capacity of social
work to be a force for progressive policy and
social change had been significantly eroded in
the UK. He claimed social work had become
“politically compromised and compliant”, and
called it “the dog that didn’t bark even when its
soul appeared to be stripped out” in the face of
the march of managerialism.

Nonetheless, he argued that it is still possible
to make a difference through critical practice
and by resisting pressures for more
enforcement and control.

With such strident views about the role of
social work then, does he believe someone with
right wing views can be an effective social
worker?

“If they can value people as people, adopt an
anti-racist and anti-oppressive response to
social disadvantage and discrimination, and
promote social and cultural diversity then the
answer is yes, provided of course they have the
necessary practice knowledge and skills. But
that may be difficult for someone on the
political far right that wants to end
immigration and promote a fortress Europe
policy.”

As Ms Cartwright suggests, the day-in-day-
out reality for modern social workers provides
little time for reflecting too deeply on the
politics of their work. This may be one of the
reasons why the profession has not, according
to Dr Lavalette, developed a united political

front and instead contains a broad church of
views. “I see the profession as a horizontal plain
from left to right,” he says. “On the left there is
the small minority who deem themselves to be
radical social workers. On the right there are
some who are conservative social workers with
a small ‘c’ and not necessarily supporters of the
Conservative Party. Then you have the vast
majority in the middle whose ideology is
broadly social democratic. But that doesn’t
mean they necessarily vote Labour. What it
means is that they believe with the right
resources and services they can help people to
change their lives, which is why they came into
social work.”

Dr Lavalette suggests that social work is
largely apolitical today, so someone holding
solidly rightwing views can just as easily find a
place within the profession as a die-hard
Marxist. Crucially, however, Dr Lavalette
believes the former is more likely to be found in
managerial roles and view their job as one of
helping individuals change their behaviour
rather than change society.

This focus is aided, he adds, by the fact that
much of today’s world operates a free market
system, so the emphasis of social work is largely
on transforming behaviour rather than society
– practice those on the right can undertake
with relative comfort.

He has, however, a warning to social workers:
“You can’t take the politics out of it. The reason
you can’t is because of who we work with. The
more people at the bottom of society get
stigmatised, the more social workers get
stigmatised. We are in this together.”

So, where does all this leave the radical social
worker who wants to challenge social systems
that they believe are damaging the people they
are supporting? Is it possible for them to
operate in modern neoliberal economic society
without being little more than a pawn of the
state?

Perhaps this needs a dose of social work
conflict resolution to bridge the divide,
something BASW professional officer Joe
Godden offers by proposing a third way:
“There is an argument that if you are always on
the outside of power and don’t get involved,
you can never change anything,” he says. 

“Sometimes it’s best to work within the
political system and change things for the
better in small ways rather than
impotently shouting from the outside.”
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have a job as a social worker you need to be
opposed to capitalism,” he says. 

“I am not saying people who have that view
should be damned, but there are other people
who agree that, looking around the world,
capitalism is the most effective way of
generating wealth and eradicating poverty. I
think that view is overwhelmingly proven. But
if someone is so eccentric and old-fashioned to
believe socialism is the way to banish poverty, I
wouldn’t ban them from being a social worker.”

Unsurprisingly, Mr Phibbs believes political
affiliation should not matter when it comes to
social work. “You might also ask can you be an
evangelical Christian and a social worker? Then
you get issues about allowing gay couples to
adopt.

“Generally, the ideology should be scaled
back. If you believe in a free market economy
that should be irrelevant to your work as a
social worker..”

According to Michael Lavalette, a Professor
of Social Work at Liverpool Hope University
and a member of the Socialist Party, social
workers are involved in politics whether they
like it or not. In his view practitioners,
particularly those who do not question what
they are doing, can very easily end up becoming
little more than agents of the state, papering
over the cracks and inadvertently performing a
policing role that helps ensure the status quo is
maintained.

“Historically, the powerful and the elite
within society have needed social work,” says
Dr Lavalette, pointing to China to illustrate the
point. “With the development of more free
market in China, one of the effects has
ironically been the rapid expansion of social
work. If you just try and control people, they
put up barriers. You need people who can form
relationships with the most marginalised and
oppressed, otherwise you are just a police force
and police forces don’t get into these
communities. We are a rapidly expanding
profession. I would argue that is because of the
rapid expansion of the free market economy in
developing countries.”

The question of what social workers exist for
goes to the heart of the origins of social work.
The profession evolved from the philanthropic
sentiments of the establishment in the 19th
century. Initially, it was dominated by a well-
meaning middle class and the church, fuelled by
an often evangelical desire to help the
“deserving poor” overcome their problems.

As such, it was essentially an activity
administered by a comfortable ruling elite
motivated by benevolence rather than any
radical desire to change society. The modern
international definition of social work, however,
suggests that today the profession regards itself
somewhat differently. It says: ‘The social work
profession promotes social change, problem
solving in human relationships and the
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