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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A. The Subject 

Though social casework is often described as an art, 

that is as a process which must be highly flexible in order 

to deal with varied individual situations, it is also des­

cribed as an art based on scientific knowledge, which is to 

say that it employs certain basic concepts which may be 

brought to bear on specific situations. The primary question 

which this thesis will ask is, "What general concepts or 

knowledge does casework bring to the solution of human 

problems, and is this lmowledge, 1 scientific 1 ? 11 

The implication of the statement that casework 

knowledge is ·scientific is twofold: first it implies that 

there is an accepted body of knowledge underlying casework 

practice, that there are certain concepts which describe 

both categories of problem and solution; secondly, it 

implies that this knowledge is somehow the result of science. 

The first question which this thesis seeks to answer, 

then, is "What concepts do caseworkers use to describe or 

define human problems and what should be done about them? 11 

Secondly, it seeks to describe how these concepts have 

developed, what their sources have been, whether they have 

arisen largely as a result of experience, or are the product 
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periodical articles alone, was made partly on the basis of 

expediency. A secondary justificatiqn for this limitation, 
' . 

however, is the presumption that material published in books, 

generally speaking, may be said to cover ground first spaded 

in the periodical literature of the preceding five years. 

Thus material published currently in article form, it is 

suggested, is of more recent origin. 

The selection of articles dealing with casework 

theory in general terms sets up a limitation in the opposite 

direction. Tlwt is, it may well be that the newest advances I' 
in theory appear not in material dealing with general theory, 

but in studies dealing with specific practice situations. 
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social work Miss Richmond herself points to a prior 

tradition. The earliest attempts at social diagnosis, she 

states were those carried out in England under the Elizabethan 

Poor Laws. Prior to 1869, however, investigations were 

primarily concerned with the examination of need as defined 

by the necessity for short-term relief. This emphasis 

upon purely economic factors, Miss Richmond believed, was 

the product of the association of charitable work with the 

beginning of economic science. It had as its objective, she 

states, "the repression of unnecessary demands upon the 

public bounty, rather than---the---release of energy, the 

regenerating of character, or the multiplication of health, 

opportunities for training, and the like. n3 

The concept of comprehensive social treatment began 

with the work of the charity organization societies in 

England. It wa s further developed in this country by similar 

societies, the beginning schools of social work, child study 

programs in the juvenile courts, and in medical social work, 

particularly at Hassachusetts General Hospital. 4 

Basic to an understanding of Miss Richmond's point 

· of view is an understanding of her concept of personality, 

and the relationship of personality to society. Citing 

3 Ibid., p. 29. 

4 Ibid., pp. 37-39· 
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information within this broad purpose is not, entirely clear. 

Indeed in Social Diagnosis there is at least as much, if not 

more, concern with legal rules of evidence, abstract prin-

ciples of logic, and the criteria of the historian, as they 

apply to the validity of evidence gathered, as there is with 

the nature of that evidence. The most important single 

concept which Miss Richmond seems to have had was that, the 

entire history of an individual's social relations was to 

be looked at in causal terms. The attitudes of both the 

client and of others in his environment were seen as of 

importance, and in particular family life was of primary 

importance. Medical information was also specifically 

mentioned. Psychology was seen primarily as a source of 

intelligence testing, to discriminate between innate and 

learned characteristics, (the latter being presumably 

alterable by experience). Beyond these general categories, 

however, her categories of information seem to have been 

any and all information which might be relevant to the 

client's situation. Indeed her concern was that the 

social worker would fail to include some relevant item of 

information, rather than with devising categories thereof. 

Direct action, one of the two methods of treatment, 

Miss Richmond saw as having two aspects, the establishment 

of a relationship which made for, "• .• permanence of relation 

and of influence ••• n9 and the encouragement of active 

9Richmond, Wha! is Social Casework?, p. 111. 
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the degree of difference in method and approach between 

Richmond and her successors. 

To summarize, Miss Richmond's basic framework of 

thought was, first of all, a causal one. It saw individual 

problems, not in terms of a particular disability, or 

failure, which had to be corrected, but as symptoms which 

arose out of a long and complicated series of interractions 

between individual and society. This chain was seen as 

affecting the personality, the individual's self-concept 

and adaptive capacities either positively or negatively. 

Social problems arose out of negative social experience, 

either long or short term. The task of the social worker 

was to restore the client's capacity and relationship to 

society, providing positive social experience, both through 

individual relationship to the worker, and, primarily, 

through reintegration into various social groups. 

Miss Richmond's framework derived its view of 

society and individual from the philosophy, psychiatry, 

theology, and sociology of her day. This last field she 

saw as having contributed little to social work as its 

interest had been primarily in large group phenomena, but 

suggested that study of the family group might well prove 

a fruitful future field of collaboration. 

B. Gordon Hamilton 

Gordon Hamilton, writing some thirty years later, 
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between infantile instincts and the limitations imposed by 

external reality. Mature personality had several important 

aspects. The first of these was that the early formative 

processes were in the adult unconscious, and the second that 

the abilities and characteristics of the adult depended 

upon, and indeed were, ways of handling early conflicts. 

The ability of the individual to maintain himself in society 

depended upon both internal factors, the adequacy with 

which early conflicts had been resolved, specifically 

defenses and ego functions, and upon external circumstance. 

These factors were seen as present, in varying degrees, 

in any problem. In the extreme, a difficulty might arise 

almost entirely out of internal factors, or, in contrast, 

out of a catastrophic reality situation. 

Though Niss Hamilton's outlook differed from l'1iss 

Richmond's in the important aspect of the understanding of 

personality, it also shared the basic idea of causality 

and of seeing a problem as arising out of a context of 

social events which have brought it into existence. In 

discussing the basic assumptions of casework she pointed to 

the following which are essentially similar to those of 

her predecessor. "· .• the individual ana_ society are inter- · 

dependent; social forces influence behavior and attitudes, 

affording opportunity for self-development and contribution 

to the "t-JCrld in which we live. 1112 The social worker, she 

12 6 Ibid. I p. • 
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believed, must, 11 ••• have a thorough grounding of knowledge 

as to the socio-economic factors in the community which have 

an influence on the individual.n13 For her these included 

a knowledge of, population, industrial health, historical, 

political, religious and ethical factors. Such knowledge 

was, she believed, the result of education in the social 

sciences, and indeed referred to social work as applied 

social science •14 Problems for J.i1iss Hamilton too were seen 

as disorders in a pattern between individual and society, 

rather than in terms of specific categories of disability. 

The primary difference between the two was that 

Hamilton 1 s psychoanalytic understanding of the personality 

presented it as an entity which was to some extent, independ­

ent of society, or at least might be understood independently 

of society. Thus whereas for Richmond personality and 

social problems were identical, for Hamilton they were two 

distinct entities, which required different understandings 

and methods of treatment. In this light she defined the 

objectives of casework in terms of personality, 

Casework is characterized by the objective to 
administer practical services and offer counseling 
in such a way as to arouse and conserve the psycholog-
ical energies of the client.l5 -

lJ IbiCt., P• 6. 

14Ibid., p. 221. 

15rbid., p. 24. 
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Miss Hamilton listed three major types of treatment: 

the administration of practical service, environmental manip-

ulation, and direct treatment. For her, however, the first 

two, which for l\Uss Richmond formed the essential core of 

casework method, were included within its scope only if they 

included the use of relationship, and had the purpose of 

stimulating personality function. 19 Casework was thus 

distinguished from other helping methods, not by the fact 

that it used social resources, but by its use of relationship 

for the purpose of supporting or strengthening the client's 

capabilities or ego functions. 

The first two of these methods were discussed by 

Miss Hamilton scarcely at all in terms of method, but 

primarily in terms of the general objective of reducing 

stress. It is in her discussion of the third method, direct 

treatment, that she most clearly defines the role of the 

social caseworker. In this context she defines this method 
I 

I as having specific objectives within those of casework in 

general. (supra p. 10) These specific objectives are to: 

" ••• release feeling ••• increase self-awareness ••• and ••• to 

redirect psychological energies into reality channels. n20 

The medium through which this purpose is to be 

affected is the casework relationship. The instrument in 

19Ibid., pp. 245-246. 

20 Ibi£!. I p. 270. 
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formation of personality is relationship with others. Of 

primary importance are early relationships. They continue, 

however, to be of importance in modifying personality func­

tion throughout life, and form the basis of casework help. 

Concepts used to explain precisely what occurs in 

the relationship, what makes it effective, include two 

general areas, certain specific techniques and the responses 

they are presumed to arouse in the client, and the general 

factors which make a relationship operate. 

The basic technique of the caseworker is interviewing, 

an overall term which describes a number of actions. In 

general these actions are seen as process, which means 

specifically a series of responses to the emotions or 

feelings expressed by the client. The kinds of responses 

which the worker may give are generally described by the 

terms, mobilization of affect, clarification and interpreta-

tion. All of these are described less in terms of action s, 

than in their psychological effect on the client. The first 

two are defined in terms of making the client more aware of 

his conscious feeling and attitudes, and the objective 

reality situation with which he is dealing, the last as 

making him aware of unconscious material, a technique to 

be used sparingly in casework. 

More important than any specific technique, however, 

is the factor of the relationship itself. This relationship 

18 



is seen as governed by the factors of transference and 

counter-transference. The first of these consists essentially ll 

of the idea that feelings from past relationships affect the 

client's attitude toward the worker, and give his responses 

a meaning which they would not otherwise have. Cow1ter-

transference, consisting of the attitudes aroused in the 

worker by the client, is seen as equally important, since it 

governs the former's responses to the client. 

In brief Miss Hamilton's view differs from Miss 

Richmond's primarily in its utilization of psychoanalytic 

theory of personality, and places primary emphasis on the 

concepts of personality and relationship, defining casework 

in terms of the latter as a form of psychotherapy. Though 

she shares with Mary Richmond the theory of a causal rela­

tionship between problems and social environment, this is 

not her primary emphasis. Where the former defined casework 

as the process in terms of restoring a relationship between 

individual and society, Hamilton defines it as the adjustment 

of personality through relationship. 
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I 
of improving living conditions and promoting the well-being 

of all people. 1116 Wolins puts them somewhat more specifically ! 

as 1 "to help mend or prevent the break-down of individual 

need-satisfying relationships, and to do so within culturally 

acceptable patterns in order to maintain or restore the well­

being of the individual or the group. n17 

As a general statement of purpose this goal is one 

with which both Richmond and Hamilton would agree. It is 11 

also however, so very general a goal, one which is shared by 

innumerable disciplines, that further specification is 

necessary. Richmond defined as the concrete purpose of 

social casework, the restoration of the individual to the 

proper relationship with various social institutions; 

Hamilton described it as the modification of personality or 

ego functions. 

Without question contemporary casework theory con­

tinues to emphasize this latter purpose of personality 

modification. Currently, however, this concept of purpose 

is largely taken for granted, and the emphasis is one of 

reaction against the concept of personality adjustment as 

essentially an internal matter. 

l6cora Kasius, "Are Social Work Principles Emerging 
Internationally?" Journal of Social Casework, vol. 34 
(January 1953), p. 24. --

17Mart in Wolins, "Social Science and Social vlork: An 
Appraisal of Interdependence 1 " Child Welfare, vol. 35 
(February 1956), p. 16. 
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points out as the distinguishing attribute of casework the 

11 fact that it takes place in a social agency. The impl ica­

tion of this statement are that the agency is a social 

instrument created with a social purpose, and that the case­

worker as a representative of the agency has the responsi-

bility of carrying it out. Such a purpose she points out 

actually determines the focus and goal of casework. Specifi­

cally she defines this purpose as, "that the individual be 

enabled to find and express his self-realization within the 

standards and values which society holds to be good. n24 Her 

emphasis is on the latter consideration. Lest this statement 

be thought to be an over simplification, it is important to 

point out that in Richmond's concept of purpose as social 

adjustment, the aim of casework was not to control the 

individual in the interest of the remaL7l.der of society. 

Neither in the period subsequent to the advent of psycho­

analytic considerations was casework simply and totally 

permissive. Rather the meaning is that in recent years pre­

occupation with personality, in the Freudian sense, has 

tended to obscure the social goals toward which casework 

must aim. 

A second, and valuable, consideration arising from 

awareness that social factors determine agency structure 

241vrary E. Macdonald, "Some Essentials in the Evalua­
tion of Social Casewor1(, 11 Journal of Psychiatric Social Work, 
vol. 22 (A.pril, 1953), p. 130. 

II 
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and purpose, is that these very factors can then become 

objects of study. Macdonald sees goals of social work as 

only very generally defined, and suggests that there is, 

a need to, "make explicit and concrete the objectives toward 

which practice is directed" suggesting that this must in 

part be done through a study of practice. Greenwood re-

emphasizing Perlman's statement that casework goals are in 

part a result of agency structure and function suggests 

that such structure, in itself, should be the object of 

scientific investigation. 

The clarification of social work goals requires 
that they be investigated in terms of a cultural frame. 
This means no less than an institutional analysis of 
social work to determine its manifest and latent 
functions.25 

A third general area of current concern, in regard to 

purpose with obvious bearing on the last mentioned point, is 

the difference between social work and social science goals. 

Hochwald suggests that one of the distinguishing elements of 

social work concepts is 11 their goal-directedness in the 

sense of their being structured for use in working with 

individuals and groups to achieve some change with and for 

them. "26 

25Ernest Greenwood, "Social Science and Social Work: 
A Theory of Their Relationship, Social Service Review, vol. 
24 (March 1955), p. JO. 

26Hilde Landenberger Hochwald, "The Function of 
Social Work Research, " Jnl. of Social .Qasewor.!f, vol. J4 
( Jan. 19 5 J ) , p • J 1 • 
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to consider as basic the meaning of diagnosis as defined 

by Hamilton. 

Current writing on diagnosis emphasizes primarily 

the terms or concepts which are to be utilized in identifying 

problems. In this light, the psychoanalytic contribution 

of the concept of personality structure is seen as basic. 

Presently, however, there occurs the assumption that casework 

diagnoses have been defined primarily in terms of intra­

psychic problems, and that this emphasis has been, for 

various reasons, unfortunate. Wolins puts it succinctly 

when he says , 

In the rush toward individual diagnosis in the 
psychoanalytic framework, social work nearly lost its 
ability for •social diagnosis' in the social and 
economic framework. \-lith the arrival of Freud and 
Rank in the front parlor, Richmond was relegated to 
the servants quarters and social science to the 
back yard.31 

Boehm also stating the current emphasis in diagnosis, stresses 1 

the importance of both social and psychological factors, 

Diagnosis is ••. the assessment of the impact of 
factors in the social realm upon the psychic equilib­
rium of the client and the assessment of the impact 
of psychic factors upon the social economy of the 
client. A clear awareness of this relationship enables 
the practitioner to avoid viewing casework as an ersatz 
method which allegedly treats symptoms whereas psycho­
therapy is supposedly concerned with causes .32 

3lwolins, op. cit., p. 12. 

32Boehm, £12..!_Cit., p. 386. 
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