
Dudziak (2002) argues that a major stumbling block to using a critical reflective

approach to social work like AOP lies in a fear of conflict. We are socialized to see ‘crit-

ical’ as ‘negative’, which inevitably leads to ‘conflict’ in practice. It is important to understand

conflict as a complex human dynamic, and part of all human interactions. Conflict is also a

reality that arises from an unequal world that needs to be expressed. 

Suppressing normal conflict can transform appropriate and inevitable conflict into a destruc-

tive form, which can distract us from dealing with the source of structural inequality. Viewing

conflict as normal opens up more opportunities for constructing new social realities. 

Dudziak (2002) also points out that social work in Canada has created an imagined and

idealized space of ‘neutrality’. She highlights the importance of recognizing that society

needs to change if oppression is to be confronted. Our notions of professionalism, fear of

conflict, and an unrealistic view of neutrality can impede social change.

As social workers it is important for us to be clear about what we are against professionally

such as oppression and racism, and it is even more critical to keep our focus on what we

support. We need to have clear, firm goals to achieve social justice and inclusion not only

for society, but for ourselves in our own lives and practice. Students need to frequently

renew their professional commitment to how the ‘personal’ is political. This necessitates the

need for students to continuously work on developing and improving their critical reflective

and deconstruction skills.
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Canadian Framework
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1. Conflict is an essential and normal part of all human interactions particularly in an

unjust society.

2. We are not neutral.

3. Challenging our perception of neutrality and working with conflict is essential in

creating social change.



Students initially rely on structure and labels, mainly because of their inexperience and diffi-

culty in understanding and dealing with process. We ask students to be mindful not to use

theory as a way of classifying oneself and others, and to reflect on how being categorized

can become pivotal to oppressive relationships. Developing ways of linking and comparing

the lived experience of ourselves and clients with categories and discourses can be very

useful in better understanding the intersecting relationship between power, privilege and

oppression.

Practice theories and methods can help you to bridge the ‘isms’, and prepare us to act

against oppression. Just as we cannot assume we are neutral, we can’t expect that our

practice and theories are value free. We are professionally responsible to examine how our

work can perpetuate and contribute to oppression. 

Williams (2008) argues that equity and social justice provides us with a framework to help

social workers avoid the “hierarchy of oppressions”, which conceptualizes the ‘isms’

through a single axis. For example, consider the statement that men have more privilege

than women. It is important to understand how lived experience involves synchronized acti-

vation of privilege and oppression in multiple areas. A man of colour might not agree with

such a simplistic view of gender privilege. Consider, for instance, how power might be

experienced by a man of colour who is a surgeon living in a diverse medical community

within a predominantly white society.

Our professional priorities for change need to be informed by such complexities in order to

redress inequities experienced across multiple identity categories. It is important for us to

acknowledge our privileges, which are also established in multiple ways. We can ask

ourselves the question of how and why we may be resisting change even though transfor-

mation will ultimately benefit everyone. 

This book is written to help students be aware of the achievable goals for social work, and

to be able to articulate and substantiate claims that systemic oppression affects service

delivery, and has particular consequences for specific populations. Williams (2008) believes

that the promise of anti-oppressive practice is to prioritize considerations of equity and

social justice across a wide range of social difference. Williams (2008) and Carniol (2010)

explore how priorities for action can be established, which in turn may result in multi-facet

efforts that transform the system to redress inequities experienced across multiple identity

categories. 

Social workers in Canada are most likely to work with disadvantaged and marginalized

groups such as women, people of colour, aboriginals, and people with disabilities. Disad-

vantaged groups are likely to be poor. Alice Home (2008) refers to oppression as a denial

of a group’s right to full participation in society, through undervaluing the group and limiting
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access to power and resources. Ernie Lightman (2010) argues that the basic needs of

disadvantaged groups are largely ignored in policy and practice. Their gender and race-

based oppression is often hidden, even from themselves. Making sure all our clients are

visible and included becomes a priority for us individually as social workers and on the

profession as a whole.

In Canada, social workers are now increasingly coming from the same racially and reli-

giously diverse groups as our clients. This is creating new dynamics with agencies. Lee,

McGrath, Moffatt and George (2004) explore the notion of identity categories from a differ-

ent perspective. They argue that social workers who perceive themselves as having similar

social and personal locations like their clients also see themselves as being an insider

(experiencing the oppression themselves). They found that the insider role has an impor-

tant function both in terms of defining the nature of practices, and in terms of the

practitioner’s sense of self. Their research found that community workers believe that the

ability to function in the community was in part related to the fact that they had many of the

same experiences as those whom it was their responsibility to serve.

Carniol (2010) argues how understanding the actual lived experience of people when chal-

lenging oppression is critical to effective practice. Clearly, an ‘insiders’ perspective provides

important insights into the experience of oppression. 

Looking at the oppression of another group in Canadian society, Crichlow (2003) examines

how the profession of social work historically through the child welfare system contributed

to the colonial exploitation and acculturation and assimilation of Native people. He argues

that colonization is a disease. He views the Canadian child welfare system as a reflection
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1. As social workers we need to be clear about what we stand for

such as social justice and inclusion, and not just what we are

against, for instance, anti-oppression and anti-racism.

2. We need to be critical of social work theories and practice

methods that categorize people without taking into considera-

tion lived experiences.

3. We need to avoid the simplicity of hierarchy of oppression and

conceptualize oppression in multiple identity categories that

intersect with contexts.

4. As social workers we need to use multi-pronged efforts that transform the system

to redress inequities experienced across multiple identity categories.



of white dominant mainstream ideas and ideals that have historically been used on Aborigi-

nal peoples in ways that conflict with, and are inconsistent with Aboriginal people’s values

and family traditions. By invoking a disease analogy of Western Colonization it helps social

workers to collaborate with Aboriginal people in their vision of their own well being.

Crichlow’s (2003) analysis guides social workers to maximize efforts to de-colonize our

thinking and use of language as well as focus our interventions in a collaborative and AOP

manner.

A cultural competency model is problematic in creating an inclusive collaborative approach

to practice. A cultural competency model implies that the social worker has the power to

identify what is important culturally for a client and understand the dynamic context in which

it evolves. It also places the source of knowledge about culture outside the client. Using this

approach misleads social workers to think they are gaining access to cultural norms. This

contains the danger of constructing culture as static and in a stereotypical manner within a
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1. We have a professional responsibility to ensure that all groups are made visible in

our practice and their stories and agenda are supported at an individual, commu-

nity and societal level.

2. We need to address, as a professional group, the implication of our own racial,

ethnic, and religious diversity and validate our different lived experiences and

contributions so that we do not recreate the system we are trying to change.

1. Social workers are responsible to be cognizant of our history of contributing to the

colonial exploitation, acculturation and assimilation of Aboriginal people in Canada.

2. We need to collaborate with the Aboriginal communities to support their vision of

their own well being.

3. We are individually responsible as social workers to de-colonize our thinking and

use of language.

4. We need to accommodate for the impact that multi-generational colonization

continues to have on people, particularly in the area of emotional functioning and

their susceptibility to social problems.



relationship where the social worker has power. It also misleads social workers to think that

the understanding of culture will enlighten them about the client and their experiences in

society. 

Other aspects of client’s social and personal locations may have much more of an impact

on their experience than their culture, such as race, class and religion. It is important to

recognize that cultural competency is not possible. 

Perillo argues that a cultural interpretation process is much more in keeping with AOP. The

individual client is the expert in their own cultural identity. When a social worker interprets

the client’s views of culture there is the implication that some aspects gets lost in the trans-

lation. An interpretation model also implies that the workers own cultural, social and

personal locations create the lenses as to how the information is interpreted. This frames

the interaction as reciprocal with the understanding that not all is known. 

Doing anti-oppressive work that is in the best interest of our clients, forces us to explore

how our practice and theories within organizations may perpetuate and structuralize

oppression. We need to conceptualize oppression from a multi-axis point of view to avoid

forcing people into institutionalized categories and processes that perpetuates oppression

in society. We need to critically reflect on our history professionally so we do not make the

same mistakes we have in the past, and move ourselves, our profession and society further

towards actualizing democracy through social justice. 
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1. Cultural Competency is not possible and sets a discourse through the use of the

worker’s power and undermines the impact of the client’s experiences and reality

of racism and class.

2. The individual is the expert in their own cultural identity.

3. Cultural identity is not static but continuously evolves based on context, experi-

ences and power.




