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A POSTMODERN CRITIQUE OF THE SACSSP'S DRAFT CODE OF ETHICS 

D Holscher 

INTRODUCTION 

In the course of the past few years, social work academics have begun increasingly to explore the relevance of postrnodemism for social work in South Africa, thus beginning to reconsider fundamentally some of i ts constituting components, including its moral, ethical and values base (Sevenhuij sen ,  2003; Sewpaul & Holscher, 2004; Will iams & Sewpaul, 2004). With regard to the latter, it appears that at least since Abraham Flexner' s now famous 1 9 15 assertions regarding the professional standing of social work, the profession has been at great pain to make its moral, ethical and value base, and thus i ts role and function in relation to broader society, explicit. Flexner, in his paper entitled "Is Social Work a Profession?" presented at the 1 9 1 5  National Conference of Chari ties and Corrections, defined the professions as those occupations that " .. . engage in intel lectual operations involving individual responsibility, derive their material from science and learning, work this material up to a practical end, and apply i t  using techniques that are educationally communicable, are self-organised, and are motivated by altruism" (Popple, 1985:56 1 ,  author's emphasis) and found that social work at the time did not qualify as a profession . 
Consequently, Loewenberg and Dulgoff ( 1 982: 1 4) contend that " .. . every profession which strives to achieve professional status is expected to develop a code of professional ethics". Such a code serves to translate " ... professional values i nto behavioural expectations" (Loewenberg & Dulgoff, 1 982: 14) ,  which is done by " ... guiding decision making, assessing competence, regulating behaviour, and providing a standard by which to evaluate the profession" (DuBois & Miley, 1 999 : 1 3 1 ). Thus, when seeking to explore the state of current thinking on ethics and morality in South African social work from a postmodern per pective, an engagement with the latest ethical document seems to be an appropriate starting point . 
In March 2004 the South African Council for Social Service Professions sent out a draft document for comment, which details a proposed code of ethics for al l professions registered with the council (SACSSP, 2004). This is an important development, given that the document' s  predecessor, the Social Services Professions Act (Department of Health and Population Development, 1978) dates back to 1 978, the heydays of apartheid and South Africa' s isolation from g lobal economic and pol i tical trends and developments. One might therefore expect that the new code would embrace, and respond to, the demands, requirements and chal lenges posed to the SACSSP's  members by a fundamentally changed welfare context. From this flows the central quest ion which the research presented below has sought to explore, that is: does the document succeed in doing this, and if so, to what extent? 
In pursuing thi question, this article will begin by exploring the relevance of postmodernism for a debate on ethics and morality in South African welfare. Thereafter, culture, race and class are presented as important dividing l ines and sources of contradiction and tension in South African society . This theoretical base will be used to inform a discussion of selected aspects of the draft code of ethics, which will be followed by a review of current debates on the role and function of ethical codes and standard setting in social work under postmodern conditions. In conclusion, a call is made on South African social workers to engage with their client systems and their professional council with a view to developing a discursive and non-essential i st Code of Ethics for welfare professionals. 
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ETHICS AND MORALITY FRAMED WITHIN A POSTMODERN 
PERSPECTIVE 

Over the past decades many suggestions have been made as to what constitutes postmodernisrn, whether we have entered a postmodern age or not, and if we have, what might be considered its starting point(s). In their review of the concept Wil l iams and Sewpaul (2004 :555) found that it " ... appears in a wide variety of disciplines, and it is hard to locate both temporarily and h istorically". Several theorists have addressed the problematic of moral ity and ethics in  postmodernity, among them the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (compare , for example, Bauman , 1 993, 1 995; Benhabib, 1 992 ; Foucault, 2000; Nussbaum, 200 1 ;  Young, 1 990). It is because of Bauman ' s  personal fascination with , and h is  particular conceptualisation of, postmodernism -specifically in h is publication, Postmodern Ethics - that it w i l l  be used as a basis for the following argument. 
Bauman ( 1 993:3) asserts that the postmodern condition is not to be understood in chronological terms but in the sense that modern people have reached a stage of " . .. self-denigration and self­dismantling ... ", with modern thought being criticised as having " ... wrapped the mechanisms of self reproduction with a ve i l  of illusion without which those mechanisms, bei ng what they were, could not [function]" . Thus, it i s  hoped that in such a period of self reflection, " ... the sources of moral power which in modern ethical phi losophy and poli tical practice were h idden from sight, may be visible, while the reasons for their past invisibil i ty can be better understood, and that as a result, the chances of a moralisation of social life may . . . be enhanced" (Bauman, 1 993 :3). 
This  process of self reflection and scrutiny, according to Bauman ( 1 993:4) represents a " ... nove l way of [dealing] with the great issues of ethics and the moral problems of late modernity". Such i ssues and problems include, for example , " ... human rights, social justice, balance between peaceful co-operation and personal se lf-assertion, [and] synchronisation of individual conduct and collective welfare" (Bauman, 1 993:4). In addition, poverty may be regarded as one of the gravest and most pervasive forms of humiliation afflicting contemporary societies, a ground on which all other forms of human indignity flouri sh (Bauman & Tester, 200 1 ). Social j ustice, human rights and poverty are expl ic itly referred to in the preamble and guiding principles of the South African Draft Code of Ethics for Social Service Professions (SACSSP, 2004), in keeping with the central place these concerns occupy in defining social work as a profession (IFSW, 2004). Final ly ,  the synchronisation of individual conduct and col lective we lfare const itutes, as has been noted above, one of the core purposes of any professional code of ethics. 
However, Bauman ' s  ( 1 993) contention regarding the illusionary quality of some of modernity ' s  mechanisms to enhance the morali ty of  social l ife implies that the profession of  social work needs to interrogate the suitability of the draft code of ethics as a tool for, inter alia, promoting human tights and social j ustice , for alJev iating poverty, and for enhanci ng the morality of welfare practitioners ' conduct. Yet Bauman and Tester (200 1 : 1 37) warn of the inherent difficulties any process of self-reflection and se lf-scrutiny is imbued with because " . . .  even the wisest among us can hardly step beyond the world which has formed us, while be i ng formed by our thoughts and deeds." It is therefore important to realise that del iberat ing, refining and seeking to attain moral goals cannot be but an inherently and indefinitely incomplete process of dialogue, action and 
reflection. Such a process is l ikely to, and should, take place in relation to agreed-upon values and principles, such as human rights and social justice . At the same time, by its very nature it is a process which is always relational and situated in specific contexts (Sevenhuij sen, 2003). As such, an ethical code cannot be considered an end in itself (Holscher & Raniga, 2005). 
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Lipovetsky (cited in Bauman ,  1 993 :2) describes the general context of late modernity as one which is signified, amongst other thi ngs, by the increasing ' l iberalisation' of individuals from such ideas as se lf-sacrifice , accountability to morals, ideals and values, and dictates from poli tical utopias. It is claimed that religious and secular institutions and traditions seem in�reasingl� to be losing their abi l ity to ensure the moral conduct of individuals. If such observat10ns are indeed correct, then this has serious implications for a profession which draws its ' lifeblood' from its values and ethics (Reamer, 1 998 :497). Reamer (1998 :496) therefore stresses that " ... social workers must be alert to emerging ethical issues as the profession enters its second century . In particular, social workers should be prepared to challenge attempts to undermine the profession ' s  traditional values, especialJy social work ' s  enduring commitment to vulnerable and oppressed people" . 
Such assertions, of course , give rise to several questions. Firstly, how is the profession of social work to arrive at a shared understanding of the nature of contemporary challenges and of the appropriateness of possible responses? The importance of notions such as dialogue, action and reflection has already been highlighted. But over and above that, if the authority of secular institutions, ideals and jointly held values has generally been eroded, then this would apply to the social work profession, its traditional value base and the SACSSP as i ts statutory and main organising body in South Africa as wel l  (Drower, 1 99 1 ) . So even in �s . !� as a shru:ed understanding were attainable by South African social workers, what respons1b1 l it1es would ari se for individual social workers as opposed to the profession as a collective? What would be the implications for the relationship between these individual social workers a�d th� �o�th African Council of Social Service Professions? In order to find answers to such questions, 1t 1s lillportant -apart from investigating these issues empirically (Holscher & Raniga, 2005) - to seek to understand the theoretical basis for the above claims and to explore their relevance for the South African context. 
Bauman ( 1 993) identifies the abil i ty to distinguish, and the resultant desire to know right from wrong as a defining characteri stic of the modem age. This sets modernity apart from pre-modern times where a rather broad and blurred sense of 'the right way of living' had been based on a holistic feel ing of belonging and a total exposure to the surveillance and control from extended fami ly systems, traditional communities and religious i nstitutions. Their hold, however, loosened with the ' l iberation' of individuals into 'free ' ,  'autonomous' , ' rational' beings (Howe , 1 994) and in the wake of this, the growing plurality of l ifestyles, the seculari sation of societies - all defining features of modernity. In other words, as societies differentiated, individual responsibil ity for doing right over wrong grew, while pre-modern means of ensuring that right rather than �r?ng was done waned and conceptions determining exactly what consti tuted right and wrong multiplied. 
Yet, while the predicaments of modem people are dramatically different from those of pre-modern men and women, one notion has survived this tidal change in the way societies are organised, and has continued to dominate modem ethical thought, that is , the seeming necessity to control. Previously, " .. . free wil l ,  if it existed at all, could mean only . . .  freedom to choose wrong over right . . .  and anything that vi sibly deflected from custom was seen as such a breach. Being in  the right, on the other hand, was not a matter of choice : i t  meant, on the contrary , avoiding choice" (Bauman, 1 993:4). Now that freedom has become one of the main ideological foundations on which modern societies rest, individuals need " . . .  to be prevented from using their freedom to do wrong" (Bauman, 1 993:5). In other words, individual freedom is suspect and individual action unpredictable , thus individual judgement in need of being circumscribed and individual behaviour in need of being controlled. 
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These fundamental ly contradictory impl ications of the notion of freedom - that is , con stituting one 

of modern ity ' s  ideological foundations while at the ame t ime being perceived as one of its 

greatest threats - has resu lted in the evolution of a twofold mechanism of social control .  There i s  
?n �� one hand th� socia�s�tion process whi;h is di rected i�ter alia at developing the abil ity of 
md1v1dual s  to exercise their better Judgement thereby ensuring that they want to do right. On the 

other hand, there is the systematic exposure of these very individuals to "rational ly designed 
e�ternal �ressures which would assure that wrong doesn' t pay" (Bauman, 1 993 :7) ,  thus 

discouraging them from wanting to do wrong. 

Yet far from resolving the said contradiction , Bauman ( 1 993) claims that these mechanisms of 
social control tend to set in motion a vicious cycle i nvo lv ing both the level of conceptual isation 
and that of action and interaction , resu lting in evermore anarchic tendencies to rebel against rules 

experienced as oppression , on the one hand , and increasingly total itarian v isions of order and 
contr�l ,  ?n the othe_r. It stands to reason that South African soc iety - due to its pecu l iar 
combmat10n of colomal past, apartheid history, dramatic levels of social injustice and al l  the social 
i l l s  that follow - i s  in fact predisposed to seebng solutions at the totalitarian end of the ethical 
continuum. This is what Bauman ( 1 993) has termed an 'apores is ' - a contradiction that cannot be 

overco�e and which therefore resu lts in conflict that cannot be resolved, coupled with an inabil ity 
to adrmt that such contradiction indeed exists - a condition symptomatic of modernity . 

ETIDCS AND MORALITY UNDER CONDITIONS OF MODERNITY: THE 

COMPLEXITIES OF THE SOUTH AFRICAN WELFARE CONTEXT 

The fnu�ng of n:iodern i ty as a condi tion characterised, inter alia, by an increasing mu ltiplicity of 
conceptlons of nght and wrong, as proposed by Bauman ( 1993,) has particu lar salience in the 

South Afri�a_n context. Her�, a great degree of cu ltural diversity has existed for centuries .  Gray 
and Al legnttl (2003 : 3 1 3) pomt out the complexity of the notion of culture , whkh is 'articu lated at 
several levels' , such as language , ritual , customs and traditions ,  art, music l iterature, morals ,  
ru les, norms and societal institutions . In a postmodern conceptualisation , cu lture is " . . . continually 
changi_n� and evolving . . . " (Dean, 200 1 :625), " . . .  internally varied . . .  " (Parekh, cited in Gray & 
Allegr�t�, 2003 : 3 1 4) and " . . .  constituted through contested practices" (Benhabib, cited in Gray & 
Allegnttl , 2003 : 3 1 4  ). Lastly, cu lture constantly refers to, and is referred to by, ne ighbouring 
concepts such as nationality, politics , identity (Gray & Al legritt i ,  2003) and race . 

The S?uth African Constitution ( 1 996, Section 6) affords eleven languages official status and 
comrruts the government to promoting and supporting the development and use of three further 
languages ._ This !s_ apart from dozens of other languages spoken by ethnic minorities, including 
S_ou�h �fncan c1t1zens ,  refugee and other immigrant communities . If language is regarded as 

s1gnifymg but one aspect of culture , the multipl i city of, for example, customs and traditions, 
morals ,  ru les and norms existing next to, impacting and potenti ally con tradicting one another 
becomes truly incredible . 

As far_ as the cross-referencing with neighbouring concepts is concerned, it is important to 
recog?1se that in Sou� Africa cu l tural differences have been artificial ly preserved through 
colornal and post-colornal forms of oppression , and as a result, coincide to date w ith racial 
c�tego�i sations a_nd l ines of economic exploitation .  Race is a highly contested phenomenon . As a 

b1olog1cal fact, 1t has been entirely discredi ted. However, as a social construct, it remains an 

!mpm�ant determining factor, inter alia, for a person ' s identities , social relationships and pos itions 
m society (Alc?ff, 2002; Appiah, 200 1 ;  Seepe , 2004; Steyn , 200 1 ) .  Thus, Petersen (ci ted in Smith, 
2004) found m her study of black racial identity " . . . that race is still a sal ient factor in 
contemporary South African soc iety, and that it has fundame nta l implications for how people self-
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identify" . The South African Human Rights Commission maintain_s tha� " . .  . in . spite of 

unprecedented social and political transformation towards a post-apartheid society , racism _as an 

ideology remains largely entrenched w ithin the social fabri�" .  T�rrebl�che (�002:3�-40) fmally 

claims that " . . .  the stubborn resistance of whites - and especially mfluent1al white busrness people 

_ to higher taxes that could have enabled the government to spend more on restitu tion and poverty 

alleviation implies that racist patterns and attitudes are sti l l  an important part of the ' entrapping 

mechanisms' responsible for perpetuating the pauperisation of a large part of the black 

population". 

The s ituation has been further complicated by the effects of neoliberal ism as an ideology and 

economic policy, formal ly embraced by the South African gove�ent wi� the �dop�on . of its 

1 997 GEAR pol icy (Bond , 2000; Sewpaul & Holscher, 2004). In bnef, neolib_eralis� sign i fies a 

global ideological , economic and pol itical phenomenon which has been u�olding dunng the past 

30 years .  It refers to the dramatic shift in " . . .  societal power balances . . .  m_ �avour of corpora�e 

capital., which began exerting pressure on governments to implement pol icies that seem�d m 

favour of their capital accumulation strategies" (Sewpau l & Holscher, 2004:3) .  Accordmgly, 

Terreblanche (2002 : 1 33- 1 34) observes that, 

"The rapid development of [a] black [economic] elite testifies to its successful co-�ption 

by the corporate sector. In its quest to institutionalise a neo-liberal and globally oriented 

economic approach in the 'new South Africa ', the corporate sector was not only prepared 

to condone the lucrative remuneration of black politicians and bureaucrats, but also to 

offer the emerging black elite even more lucrative deals in the private sector. In turn, the 

downward movement of [ a} large black underclass testifies to the harm done to the South 

African economy during the liberation struggle, and the inability of the new government 

to transform it. " 

In other words it is claimed that, overlapping its racial divisions, South African society has since 

the coming ot' democracy in 1 994 experienced the olidification of its class-based divisions .  A 

multi-rac ial bourgeois el i te is found at the one end of th is continuu m ( 1 6.6 per cent of the 

popu lation , of which 50% are white , and which receives 72.2% of the total income) , and an almost 

entirely black lower class of working and unemployed poor on the other (67% of t�e total 

population , of which 2% are white , sharing amongst them as l ittl� �s l�.6% of _total mc��e) 

(Terreblanche 2002 : 33) . In this context economic risks have been ind1v1duahsed, while collec�v1st 

conceptions of social welfare and notions of sol idarity are increasingly giving way to res1�ual 

approaches - intermittent government commitments to a developmental wel fare paradigm 

notwithstanding (Raniga, 2005 ; Sewpaul, 2005 ; Sewpaul & Holscher, 2004; Terreblanche , 2002) .  

A detai led exploration of the l ines of divis ion, conflict and mutual impact separatin� yet l i�i ng 

the different cultural ethn ic and economic interest groups that make up South African soc iety 

wou ld certain ly exce�d the scope of thi s  article . But clearly, the problems we lfare practitioners 

face in the South African context are of a systemic nature . This must affect the prospects of 

reali sing ideal s  such as social justice , human rights, empowerment of disadvantaged peo?le and 

cu l tural sensitivity in South African welfare practice. Thus, any _ attempt at con�ensm� the 

multipl icity of ethical concerns arising out of this complex into a single code of _et�1cs - 111 the 

hope that the morality of indiv idual action and behaviour be enhanced as a _result - 1s hk�l_y to be a 

self-defeating undertaking. And yet in the draft Code the SACSSP has set itself the amb1t10us task 

of articu lating the South African social service professions . 
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of modern ity ' s  ideological foundations while at the ame t ime being perceived as one of its 

greatest threats - has resu lted in the evolution of a twofold mechanism of social control .  There i s  
?n �� one hand th� socia�s�tion process whi;h is di rected i�ter alia at developing the abil ity of 
md1v1dual s  to exercise their better Judgement thereby ensuring that they want to do right. On the 

other hand, there is the systematic exposure of these very individuals to "rational ly designed 
e�ternal �ressures which would assure that wrong doesn' t pay" (Bauman, 1 993 :7) ,  thus 

discouraging them from wanting to do wrong. 

Yet far from resolving the said contradiction , Bauman ( 1 993) claims that these mechanisms of 
social control tend to set in motion a vicious cycle i nvo lv ing both the level of conceptual isation 
and that of action and interaction , resu lting in evermore anarchic tendencies to rebel against rules 

experienced as oppression , on the one hand , and increasingly total itarian v isions of order and 
contr�l ,  ?n the othe_r. It stands to reason that South African soc iety - due to its pecu l iar 
combmat10n of colomal past, apartheid history, dramatic levels of social injustice and al l  the social 
i l l s  that follow - i s  in fact predisposed to seebng solutions at the totalitarian end of the ethical 
continuum. This is what Bauman ( 1 993) has termed an 'apores is ' - a contradiction that cannot be 

overco�e and which therefore resu lts in conflict that cannot be resolved, coupled with an inabil ity 
to adrmt that such contradiction indeed exists - a condition symptomatic of modernity . 

ETIDCS AND MORALITY UNDER CONDITIONS OF MODERNITY: THE 

COMPLEXITIES OF THE SOUTH AFRICAN WELFARE CONTEXT 

The fnu�ng of n:iodern i ty as a condi tion characterised, inter alia, by an increasing mu ltiplicity of 
conceptlons of nght and wrong, as proposed by Bauman ( 1993,) has particu lar salience in the 

South Afri�a_n context. Her�, a great degree of cu ltural diversity has existed for centuries .  Gray 
and Al legnttl (2003 : 3 1 3) pomt out the complexity of the notion of culture , whkh is 'articu lated at 
several levels' , such as language , ritual , customs and traditions ,  art, music l iterature, morals ,  
ru les, norms and societal institutions . In a postmodern conceptualisation , cu lture is " . . . continually 
changi_n� and evolving . . . " (Dean, 200 1 :625), " . . .  internally varied . . .  " (Parekh, cited in Gray & 
Allegr�t�, 2003 : 3 1 4) and " . . .  constituted through contested practices" (Benhabib, cited in Gray & 
Allegnttl , 2003 : 3 1 4  ). Lastly, cu lture constantly refers to, and is referred to by, ne ighbouring 
concepts such as nationality, politics , identity (Gray & Al legritt i ,  2003) and race . 

The S?uth African Constitution ( 1 996, Section 6) affords eleven languages official status and 
comrruts the government to promoting and supporting the development and use of three further 
languages ._ This !s_ apart from dozens of other languages spoken by ethnic minorities, including 
S_ou�h �fncan c1t1zens ,  refugee and other immigrant communities . If language is regarded as 

s1gnifymg but one aspect of culture , the multipl i city of, for example, customs and traditions, 
morals ,  ru les and norms existing next to, impacting and potenti ally con tradicting one another 
becomes truly incredible . 

As far_ as the cross-referencing with neighbouring concepts is concerned, it is important to 
recog?1se that in Sou� Africa cu l tural differences have been artificial ly preserved through 
colornal and post-colornal forms of oppression , and as a result, coincide to date w ith racial 
c�tego�i sations a_nd l ines of economic exploitation .  Race is a highly contested phenomenon . As a 

b1olog1cal fact, 1t has been entirely discredi ted. However, as a social construct, it remains an 

!mpm�ant determining factor, inter alia, for a person ' s identities , social relationships and pos itions 
m society (Alc?ff, 2002; Appiah, 200 1 ;  Seepe , 2004; Steyn , 200 1 ) .  Thus, Petersen (ci ted in Smith, 
2004) found m her study of black racial identity " . . . that race is still a sal ient factor in 
contemporary South African soc iety, and that it has fundame nta l implications for how people self-
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identify" . The South African Human Rights Commission maintain_s tha� " . .  . in . spite of 

unprecedented social and political transformation towards a post-apartheid society , racism _as an 

ideology remains largely entrenched w ithin the social fabri�" .  T�rrebl�che (�002:3�-40) fmally 

claims that " . . .  the stubborn resistance of whites - and especially mfluent1al white busrness people 

_ to higher taxes that could have enabled the government to spend more on restitu tion and poverty 

alleviation implies that racist patterns and attitudes are sti l l  an important part of the ' entrapping 

mechanisms' responsible for perpetuating the pauperisation of a large part of the black 

population". 

The s ituation has been further complicated by the effects of neoliberal ism as an ideology and 

economic policy, formal ly embraced by the South African gove�ent wi� the �dop�on . of its 

1 997 GEAR pol icy (Bond , 2000; Sewpaul & Holscher, 2004). In bnef, neolib_eralis� sign i fies a 

global ideological , economic and pol itical phenomenon which has been u�olding dunng the past 

30 years .  It refers to the dramatic shift in " . . .  societal power balances . . .  m_ �avour of corpora�e 

capital., which began exerting pressure on governments to implement pol icies that seem�d m 

favour of their capital accumulation strategies" (Sewpau l & Holscher, 2004:3) .  Accordmgly, 

Terreblanche (2002 : 1 33- 1 34) observes that, 

"The rapid development of [a] black [economic] elite testifies to its successful co-�ption 

by the corporate sector. In its quest to institutionalise a neo-liberal and globally oriented 

economic approach in the 'new South Africa ', the corporate sector was not only prepared 

to condone the lucrative remuneration of black politicians and bureaucrats, but also to 

offer the emerging black elite even more lucrative deals in the private sector. In turn, the 

downward movement of [ a} large black underclass testifies to the harm done to the South 

African economy during the liberation struggle, and the inability of the new government 

to transform it. " 

In other words it is claimed that, overlapping its racial divisions, South African society has since 

the coming ot' democracy in 1 994 experienced the olidification of its class-based divisions .  A 

multi-rac ial bourgeois el i te is found at the one end of th is continuu m ( 1 6.6 per cent of the 

popu lation , of which 50% are white , and which receives 72.2% of the total income) , and an almost 

entirely black lower class of working and unemployed poor on the other (67% of t�e total 

population , of which 2% are white , sharing amongst them as l ittl� �s l�.6% of _total mc��e) 

(Terreblanche 2002 : 33) . In this context economic risks have been ind1v1duahsed, while collec�v1st 

conceptions of social welfare and notions of sol idarity are increasingly giving way to res1�ual 

approaches - intermittent government commitments to a developmental wel fare paradigm 

notwithstanding (Raniga, 2005 ; Sewpaul, 2005 ; Sewpaul & Holscher, 2004; Terreblanche , 2002) .  

A detai led exploration of the l ines of divis ion, conflict and mutual impact separatin� yet l i�i ng 

the different cultural ethn ic and economic interest groups that make up South African soc iety 

wou ld certain ly exce�d the scope of thi s  article . But clearly, the problems we lfare practitioners 

face in the South African context are of a systemic nature . This must affect the prospects of 

reali sing ideal s  such as social justice , human rights, empowerment of disadvantaged peo?le and 

cu l tural sensitivity in South African welfare practice. Thus, any _ attempt at con�ensm� the 

multipl icity of ethical concerns arising out of this complex into a single code of _et�1cs - 111 the 

hope that the morality of indiv idual action and behaviour be enhanced as a _result - 1s hk�l_y to be a 

self-defeating undertaking. And yet in the draft Code the SACSSP has set itself the amb1t10us task 

of articu lating the South African social service professions . 
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" Values, principles and standards [guiding their] conduct . . .  regardless of their 
professional functions, their settings in which they work, or the communities they serve. " (SACSSP, 2004 :5 )  

I t  is therefore unsurprising as  much as  it i s  worrying that the draft Code of Eth ics, over and above expressing a general commitment to notions such as social justice, poverty alleviation and human rights, fails - in fact cannot but fail - to translate these values and principles into behavioural guidelines. 
As a result, the task of giving meaning to these broad values and principles in concrete situations is ul timately left to the indi vidual practitioner' s discretion. That in i tself, of course, is not necessari ly a problem. As will be argued below, it is indeed paramount that individual welfare practitioners are encouraged to take such moral responsibility. But it is a problem that neither the systemic nature, nor the complexity of the challenges discussed above or the inevitabil i ty of the ethical dilemmas arising out of this is acknowledged in the draft Code of Ethics . The debate around the dual mandate of social work is based on such an analysis of the inherent contradictions between different societal interest groups (compare, for example, Parton 1 996). In other words, as far as some of the central ethical concerns of modernity are concerned, the draft code is unable to meet one of the central purposes it has set for itself. Yet there is a seeming unawareness in  this regard - an aporesis. 
In view of this man ifest contradiction, it is important to note that Bauman ' s  ( 1 993) observation of modern mechanisms of social control holds true for South African social work as wel l .  Drower ( 1 996: 145) ,  in her exploration of the relationship between social work values and professional uni ty in South Africa, writes that " . . . the emphasis placed on the development of self-awareness during social work training and later in practice through the supervisory process implies the recognition of the effect of the personal on the professional ." It implies at the same t ime a recognition of the effect of the professional on the personal, and therefore, the importance of the professional socialisation process for practitioners ' abi l i ty to make ethical and moral choices. And in cases where this may prove insufficient in ensuring that welfare practitioners choose right over wrong, the draft Code of Ethics provides the threat of sanction to ensure that they do not choose wrong over right: 

"Registration with [the SACSSPJ commits members to adhere to the code of ethics . . . Social 
service professionals who do not abide with the principles, values, standards and guidelines as 
set out in this document may be subjected to inquiries in terms of the regulations regarding 
unprofessional conduct . . .  The actions that the SACSSP may take for violations of the code of 
ethics_ include actions such as reprimand and/or warning, a fine, remedial action or 
supervision, and ... cancellation of professional practice registrations. " (SACSSP , 2004:5) 

It may be easy to enforce relatively clear, straightforward and uncontroversial ethical prescriptions in this manner. However, some of the most haunting moral dilemmas experienced by South African social workers seem to arise preci sely from the attempt to uphold general ethical principles in a cu lturally complex and structurally unjust welfare context (Holscher & Raniga, 2005). For the reasons discussed above, it appears that trying to respond to such si tuations with the imposition of 'enforceable rules of conduct' (SACSSP, 2004:4) is not only unrealistic but also counterproductive. 
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The role of the draft code of ethics in the face of moral uncertainty: The illusionary 
power of foundation and universality 
If modern societies are characterised both by inherent contradictions and an inability to admit them, then it is almost i nevitable that these would be redefined as " . . .  conflicts amenable to, and awaiting resolution" (Bauman, 1 993:8). And such solutions, Bauman claims, were to be brought about by the development of the concepts of universali ty and foundation. Both concepts consist of a legislative as well as a philosophical component. The South African draft Code of Ethics (SACSSP, 2004:5)  evidently claims legislative universality within the area of jurisdiction of the South African Council of Social Serv ice Professionals (which is a statutory duty of all welfare professionals practising in South Africa) in its stipulation that : 
• Registration with the Council commits members to adhere to the code of ethics. This code appl ies to the practi tioners ' work-related activities. 
And i t  lays claim to legislative foundation in asserting its coercive power within these boundaries. Th is is evidenced in the declaration already cited above that the draft code ' s  
• Ethical standards set forth specific enforceable ru les of conduct for social service professionals (2004:4, author's emphasis). 
The first sentence of the draft code' s preamble outlines that the 
• Primary mission of social service professions is to enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, disadvantaged and impoverished (2004:3). 
In other words, reference i s  made to the philosophical foundations of a group of professions which a.re older and vaster, and which therefore exists beyond the wil ls and whims of i ts i ndividual members. And based on these foundations, the code lays claim to philosophical universality in several provisions, such as " ... social service professionals promote social justice and social change with and on behalf of clients ... " (p.3); they " .. . are sensitive to cultural and ethnic diversity ... " (p.4) ; and they " ... respect the dign ity of the i ndividuals, fami lies, groups and communities and strive towards rendering of quality services and the maintenance and promotion of their fundamental human rights . . .  " (p.6). 
Thus, behavioural and attitudinal options are represented as facts, and such representations draw their justification from the assumption that by the mere fact of being social service professionals, Counci l ' s  members cannot but believe in the truth-value of these assertions. 
Now the purpose of this discussion is not to question the appropriateness of the philosophical foundations of social service professions per se. In fact, it has already been emphasised in the previous sections that the concerns l isted in the Code' s  preamble remain central to contemporary societies, and it has been insinuated that - because of the tendency of modern societies towards increasing complexity and their remarkable ability to camouflage the systemic nature of exploitation, poverty and oppression - the prospects of realis ing emancipatory ideals remain,  if anything, precarious i n  South Africa and beyond. 
Purpose of the deliberations at this point is therefore simply to point to the presumably unintended side effects of the coercive manner in which the universal ity of the said principles is asserted in the draft Code of Ethics. As noted above, Bauman ( 1 993) contends that one possible effect of coercion is rebellion. But over and above rebel l ing against restriction and perceived oppression, there i s  the potential choice of surrendering freedom and of delegating responsibil i ty for one's  action to an 
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authority above. In other words, one problem with the way the current draft code of ethics is conceptualised is that it may lead to abidance by ethical rules at the expense of moral action. 
The basis for this distinction between ethics and morality has been laid by Levinas (cited in Bauman, 1 993), in whose conception moral behaviour is that, and only that, which emerges from the face-to-face encounter with the Other. In this most fundamental kind of encounter - which bears striking similarities with the social work concepts of respect, empathy and genuineness of the helping relationship - I perceive the Other plainly as a human being. In this  perception of mine, the Other holds no entitlement to my being moral towards him or her, regardless of his/her position , role or function in society. I have no interest in the positive rewards, and do not care about the negative repercussions, / might expect as a result of my decision on whether to act morally or not. 
From this it follows that moral action is only that which is uncalcu lated and unconditional. My acting morally towards the Other is personal and voluntary in that my sense of responsibi l i ty exists irrespective of any rules which may have been established to guide or legislate such relationships. At the same time, it is a response to a demand which I perceive naturally, so long as I genuinely engage in a face-to-face encounter; so long as I genuinely engage in an empathetic relationship with the Other. This demand, however real , " .. .is abominably vague, unlike the kind of clear-cut prescriptions found in ethical codes. It forces the moral self to be her own interpreter ... forever unsure of the correctness of interpretation" (Bauman , 1 993: 80). 
In other words, as a moral self, / can never be sure to have done enough, to have done as much as / should have, and therefore, to have been sufficiently moral . Unsurprisingly then - since one of the distinguishing features of modernity is its deep-seated mistrust of the human freedom to make choices and a concomitant disbelief i n  the human abi lity to make moral choices - modern people have never quite been able to conceive that the well-being of their societies could possibly depend on such a deeply personal and intrinsically ambiguous notion of morality .  Rel iance on codified ethics seemed so much more reasonable and predictable, indeed thinkable. 
Yet according to Levinas ' s  conception of moral ity, surrendering one ' s  action to the dictates of an ethical code means moving i t  out of the realm of moral ity, for social norms " .. .  g ive comparatively precise directives about what we shal l do and what we shall refrain from doing. We are normally able to conform to these directives without ever having to consider the other person, much less take care of his [sic] life" (L0gstrup cited in Bauman, 1993:79) .  In other words, while a moral duty is never done, an eth ical duty invites the actor to do no more than her/his duty. While it is possible to behave ethically s imply by following ethical rules, moral behaviour only survives in  the absence of ru les. Having abided by an ethical code is having done one ' s  duty, but moral action by definition is only that which moves beyond doing one ' s  duty. 

"One may legislate universal rule-dictated duties, but moral responsibility exists solely in 
interpellating the individual and being carried out individually. Duties tend to make 
humans alike; responsibility is what makes them into individuals .. . One may say that the 
moral is what resists codification, formalisation, socialisation, universalisation. The 
moral is what remains when the job of ethics . . .  has been done. " (Bauman, 1 993:54) 

Taking Bauman ' s  ( 1 993) deliberations on morality seriously in a debate on a South African Code of Ethics for Social Service Professions wil l  lead to a rather radical conclusion. Far from assuring us that the draft code is an appropriate means for bringing about moral practice where it has previously been lacking, it is not even insinuated that the document, if improved or complemented, might at least be turned into a reasonably sufficient tool to this end. It is implied instead that the document - because it is an ethical code which is based on seemingly unquestionable legislative 
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and philosophical foundations, which clearly claims legislative and philosophical universali ty, which admits no ambiguities and glosses over uncertainties at the same time as it threatens punitive action against those who violate its many rules and prescriptions - must fail to speak to the moral uncertainty and ethical dilemmas practi tioners cannot but experience in their daily work and cannot but discourage moral practice. 
Trying to resolve the on-resolvable: Postmodern discourses on ethics, morality and 
standard setting in social work 
A number of scholars in the field of social work have engaged with the impl ications of postmodern thought on standard-setting in general and the setting of ethical standards in particular. Husband ( 1 995) in considering Bauman ' s  ( 1 993) notion of morality in the context of contemporary welfare practice, asserts, 

"The moral impulse ... as the prime determinant of social work intervention would 
recognise needs which cannot be politically admitted and would prescribe intervention 
which cannot be cost limited. It would challenge the arbitrary delimitations of need 
definition and the equally arbitrary institutional allocation of care provision . . .  Social 
workers would be conduits for the expression of need rather than vehicles for its 
management and containment. Practising as autonomous moral agents they would be 
politically dangerous; and professionally anarchic. " (Husband, 1 995 : 88). 
While not at all insinuating social workers should refrain from challenging inhumane and unjust social structures and practices, Husband ( 1 995 : 89) does caution, however, that due to their public nature and complexity, modern welfare systems would indeed become unsustainable if welfare practice were not held together by some kind of ethical convention . In addition, given the current neoliberal economic and ideological context of welfare, social workers would more often than not be unable to act on their personal sense of morality. This, in turn, would be " ... potentially unbearable and l ikely to result in  burn-out". As a result, he claims, practitioners might wel l perceive a professional code of ethics as a source of emotional protection and rel ief from guilt, as well as of much longed-for structure and support. 

Therefore Husband ( 1 995) does not wholly reject the idea of professional ethical codes . He does, however, qualify his stance in two ways . Firstly, he asserts that a code of ethics the authority of which rests purely in its promulgation by a statutory body vested with discipl inary powers has no moral substance. But " ... to the extent that [the same code is] legitimated by an appeal to shared norms of moral action, [it has] at least an ethical reference" ( 1 995: 87) . Secondly, he develops the concept of the 'morally active practitioner' , that is, a social worker who " ... would recognise the implementation of professional ethical guidelines as desirable [though] permanently in-educible to routine . . . Moral ly engaged practitioners . . .  would retain their responsibi l i ty for their professional practice and i ts implications" (Husband, 1 995: 87). 
However, it needs to be noted that, even if not rejecting codified ethics on the whole, the notion of the 'morally active practitioner' does in itself challenge existing societal structures and unequal power relations . Seeking to infuse it into a document containing codified ethical prescriptions might therefore evoke resistance from those in  charge of controll ing and regulating the activities of welfare practitioners. 
Hugman (2003) develops Husband' s ( 1 995) thoughts further and engages more specifically w ith the question of what might be the nature of a code of ethics that would withstand the various tensions emerging from moderni ty ' s  inherent contradictions. He draws, inter alia, on the example 
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authority above. In other words, one problem with the way the current draft code of ethics is conceptualised is that it may lead to abidance by ethical rules at the expense of moral action. 
The basis for this distinction between ethics and morality has been laid by Levinas (cited in Bauman, 1 993), in whose conception moral behaviour is that, and only that, which emerges from the face-to-face encounter with the Other. In this most fundamental kind of encounter - which bears striking similarities with the social work concepts of respect, empathy and genuineness of the helping relationship - I perceive the Other plainly as a human being. In this  perception of mine, the Other holds no entitlement to my being moral towards him or her, regardless of his/her position , role or function in society. I have no interest in the positive rewards, and do not care about the negative repercussions, / might expect as a result of my decision on whether to act morally or not. 
From this it follows that moral action is only that which is uncalcu lated and unconditional. My acting morally towards the Other is personal and voluntary in that my sense of responsibi l i ty exists irrespective of any rules which may have been established to guide or legislate such relationships. At the same time, it is a response to a demand which I perceive naturally, so long as I genuinely engage in a face-to-face encounter; so long as I genuinely engage in an empathetic relationship with the Other. This demand, however real , " .. .is abominably vague, unlike the kind of clear-cut prescriptions found in ethical codes. It forces the moral self to be her own interpreter ... forever unsure of the correctness of interpretation" (Bauman , 1 993: 80). 
In other words, as a moral self, / can never be sure to have done enough, to have done as much as / should have, and therefore, to have been sufficiently moral . Unsurprisingly then - since one of the distinguishing features of modernity is its deep-seated mistrust of the human freedom to make choices and a concomitant disbelief i n  the human abi lity to make moral choices - modern people have never quite been able to conceive that the well-being of their societies could possibly depend on such a deeply personal and intrinsically ambiguous notion of morality .  Rel iance on codified ethics seemed so much more reasonable and predictable, indeed thinkable. 
Yet according to Levinas ' s  conception of moral ity, surrendering one ' s  action to the dictates of an ethical code means moving i t  out of the realm of moral ity, for social norms " .. .  g ive comparatively precise directives about what we shal l do and what we shall refrain from doing. We are normally able to conform to these directives without ever having to consider the other person, much less take care of his [sic] life" (L0gstrup cited in Bauman, 1993:79) .  In other words, while a moral duty is never done, an eth ical duty invites the actor to do no more than her/his duty. While it is possible to behave ethically s imply by following ethical rules, moral behaviour only survives in  the absence of ru les. Having abided by an ethical code is having done one ' s  duty, but moral action by definition is only that which moves beyond doing one ' s  duty. 

"One may legislate universal rule-dictated duties, but moral responsibility exists solely in 
interpellating the individual and being carried out individually. Duties tend to make 
humans alike; responsibility is what makes them into individuals .. . One may say that the 
moral is what resists codification, formalisation, socialisation, universalisation. The 
moral is what remains when the job of ethics . . .  has been done. " (Bauman, 1 993:54) 

Taking Bauman ' s  ( 1 993) deliberations on morality seriously in a debate on a South African Code of Ethics for Social Service Professions wil l  lead to a rather radical conclusion. Far from assuring us that the draft code is an appropriate means for bringing about moral practice where it has previously been lacking, it is not even insinuated that the document, if improved or complemented, might at least be turned into a reasonably sufficient tool to this end. It is implied instead that the document - because it is an ethical code which is based on seemingly unquestionable legislative 
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and philosophical foundations, which clearly claims legislative and philosophical universali ty, which admits no ambiguities and glosses over uncertainties at the same time as it threatens punitive action against those who violate its many rules and prescriptions - must fail to speak to the moral uncertainty and ethical dilemmas practi tioners cannot but experience in their daily work and cannot but discourage moral practice. 
Trying to resolve the on-resolvable: Postmodern discourses on ethics, morality and 
standard setting in social work 
A number of scholars in the field of social work have engaged with the impl ications of postmodern thought on standard-setting in general and the setting of ethical standards in particular. Husband ( 1 995) in considering Bauman ' s  ( 1 993) notion of morality in the context of contemporary welfare practice, asserts, 

"The moral impulse ... as the prime determinant of social work intervention would 
recognise needs which cannot be politically admitted and would prescribe intervention 
which cannot be cost limited. It would challenge the arbitrary delimitations of need 
definition and the equally arbitrary institutional allocation of care provision . . .  Social 
workers would be conduits for the expression of need rather than vehicles for its 
management and containment. Practising as autonomous moral agents they would be 
politically dangerous; and professionally anarchic. " (Husband, 1 995 : 88). 
While not at all insinuating social workers should refrain from challenging inhumane and unjust social structures and practices, Husband ( 1 995 : 89) does caution, however, that due to their public nature and complexity, modern welfare systems would indeed become unsustainable if welfare practice were not held together by some kind of ethical convention . In addition, given the current neoliberal economic and ideological context of welfare, social workers would more often than not be unable to act on their personal sense of morality. This, in turn, would be " ... potentially unbearable and l ikely to result in  burn-out". As a result, he claims, practitioners might wel l perceive a professional code of ethics as a source of emotional protection and rel ief from guilt, as well as of much longed-for structure and support. 

Therefore Husband ( 1 995) does not wholly reject the idea of professional ethical codes . He does, however, qualify his stance in two ways . Firstly, he asserts that a code of ethics the authority of which rests purely in its promulgation by a statutory body vested with discipl inary powers has no moral substance. But " ... to the extent that [the same code is] legitimated by an appeal to shared norms of moral action, [it has] at least an ethical reference" ( 1 995: 87) . Secondly, he develops the concept of the 'morally active practitioner' , that is, a social worker who " ... would recognise the implementation of professional ethical guidelines as desirable [though] permanently in-educible to routine . . . Moral ly engaged practitioners . . .  would retain their responsibi l i ty for their professional practice and i ts implications" (Husband, 1 995: 87). 
However, it needs to be noted that, even if not rejecting codified ethics on the whole, the notion of the 'morally active practitioner' does in itself challenge existing societal structures and unequal power relations . Seeking to infuse it into a document containing codified ethical prescriptions might therefore evoke resistance from those in  charge of controll ing and regulating the activities of welfare practitioners. 
Hugman (2003) develops Husband' s ( 1 995) thoughts further and engages more specifically w ith the question of what might be the nature of a code of ethics that would withstand the various tensions emerging from moderni ty ' s  inherent contradictions. He draws, inter alia, on the example 
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of the New Zealand Association of Social Workers, whose code of ethics attempts "to create a 
framework for an ongoing dialogue, while at the same time providing a point of reference for 
social workers and service users" (Hugman , 2003 : 1 036). He concludes that: " . . .  a critical 
consideration of postmodern insights may assist social workers to examine the diverse, provi sional 
and uncertain nature of all aspects of our world, including . . .  values and ethics. The tendency to 
seek prescription i n  codes of ethics . . .  is challenged by this approach .  It suggests that we might 
achieve more by seeking the discursive practice of moral reasoning in which all social workers are 
enabled to participate and held to be responsi ble" (Hugman, 2003 : 1 037). 

That this may be an extremely useful approach i s  impl ied by Dean ' s  (200 1 )  work on the 
difficulties arising from social work practice in a context of ethnic d iversity .  She questions " . . .  the 
notion that one could become 'competent' at the culture of another . . . I would instead propose a 
model in which maintaining an awareness of one ' s  lack of competence is the goal rather than the 
establishment of competence" (200 1 :624) ;  this clearly raises suspicion against any code of ethics 
which professes to be able to articulate values, principles and standards for conduct, i rrespective of 
the context in which professionals interact (SACSSP, 2004). Hugman ' s  (2003) call for discursive 
practice also resonates well with Wise ( 1 995), who in her deliberation on unequal power relations 
in professional social work from a feminist perspective contends that: "Social work never has 
been, and never will be, a monolithic and unitary phenomenon . . . [Thus] the value of meta-ethics 
in soc ial work, based on generalised and abstract principles . . .  needs to be questioned in the light 
of alternative approaches, in particular that provided by situated or context-specific ethics" (Wise, 
1 995 : 1 1 5 - 1 1 6) .  

An example for such context-specific ethics would be the Ethics of Care (Sevenhuij sen, 2003) .  
Although the notion of  shared professional values and principles are not rejected per se, the 
important dimensions of politics, contextuality and relationships are added. Hugman (2003 : 1 037) 
therefore proposes a 'discursive code of ethics ' ,  to which might be added the criterion of non­
essential ism. The key features of a thus conceptualised code of ethics would be as follows. Much 
greater weight would be placed on principles and values than. on behavioural standards and 
prescriptions; practitioners would be encouraged to develop their personal sense of moral 
responsibi lity rather than mindlessly following rules; the diversity of social real it ies, world views 
and value systems within and across ethnic, cu ltural and national groupings, the contextual nature 
of social work practice would be recognised and embraced ; and the code would demonstrate a 
preparedness to "struggle w ith contradictions, seeing any aporesis . . . as both inevitable and 
fruitfu l" (Hugman, 2003 : 1037) .  Over and above these points, there is also, as demonstrated above, 
the need to explicit ly acknowledge the systemic nature of poverty, marginal isation and 
deprivation, which seems to afflict increasing numbers of people in virtually all contemporary 
societies. 

The recent process of global standard setting for social work education and training il lustrates 
what the proposition of a discursive and non-essentialist code of eth ics may mean in practice. 
These standards were adopted in September 2004 at the International Federation of Social 
Workers (IFSW) conference in Adelaide, Australia, following j ust under five years of global 
professional discourse (Sewpaul, 2004; Sewpau1 & Jones, 2004; Wil liams & Sewpaul ,  2004). The 
undertaking was informed by a sense of scepticism on the part of the key personalities driv ing the 
process, which in turn was founded on their recognition - from a· postmodern perspective :_ of 
some of the irreconcilable contradictions i nherent in the - ostensibly modern - project. For 
example, a critical engagement with issues of power and representation led to attempts to ensure 
" . . .  an inclusive a process as possible. While the vision of global standards was initially conceived 
by International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) and IFSW leadership, its 
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substance was determined by a road constituency" (Sewpaul, 2004:2). And it is precisely because 
of the intention of " . . .  deepening our commitment to social justice, human rights, inclusivity . . .  
dialogue and responsiveness to cl ients . . .  " (Sewpaul, 2004 :2) that the committee overseeing the 
process sought to consistently question the value of what they were doing and how th_ey were 
doing it. Accordingly, i t  was emphasised from the onset that " . . .  the document [was] not 1�tended 
to be a finite, static end product" (Sewpaul ,  2004 :2), and a clear message accompamed the 
adoption of the global standards that the process of broad-based consultation, engagement, 
development and critique did not come to an end in September 2004. 

Sewpaul and Jones (2004 :503) assert that "The challenge in the formulation of the global 
standards has been for them to be specific enough to have salience, yet broad enough to be 
relevant to any given context" . In order to encourage both the development of local ly_ specific 
responses and continuing dialogue across contexts, universal principles have been retamed and 
upheld, but these have been embedded within notions of flexibility. And finally, th_e global 
standards document has - in view of the reality of diverging viewpoints, interpretations and 
contested mean ings of terms and concepts - " . . .  wherever possible, provided qualifiers and 
[ indicators] that certain concepts may be differently defined in different contexts" (Willi�s & 
Sewpaul, 2004:564). Yet the committee overseeing the development of global standards remained 
mindful that the document will be powerless unless individuals take the responsibi l i ty to engage 
with it, interpret it and apply its content meaningfully in their specific localities. 

In other words, postmodern discourses on ethics and standard setting in social work have come _to 
less radical conclusions than Bauman ( 1 993) has. They signify attempts to substitute rules with 
dialogue, universality with contextuali ty and seemingly timeless fixati.on of abstract principles 
with fluidity of meaning and interpretation . At the same time, some of modernity ' s  great projects, 
such as human rights, emancipation and social justice have been retained as ideals and guiding 
principles for social work practice and education. 

Conclusion : Towards a discursive and non-essentialist code of ethics for South 
African social service professionals 
This article has attempted to provide a postmodern critique of the SACSSP' s draft Code of Eth ics. 
In so doing, the relevance of postmodernism for a debate on ethics and morali ty in  South Afri�an 
welfare was explored. Several aspects of what may be considered - from a postmodern perspective 
- to have broadly shaped the nature of the current South African welfare context were sketched. 
Attention was paid to culture, race and class as important dividing lines and sources of 
contradiction and tens ion in South African society . Thi s  discussion informed the subsequent 
section, in which selected aspects of the draft code of ethics were discussed in some detail .  Central 
notions in this  regard were the document' s claims to foundation and universality in view of the 
unavoidabi l ity of ethical dilemmas and moral ambivalence in professional soc ial work practi�e. 
Final ly, current debates on the role and function of ethical codes and standard settmg m social 
work under postmodern conditions were reviewed with a view to extracting those aspects of �he 
debate that might usefully i nform processes and developments around the future Code of Ethics 
for Social Service Professions .  

It was found that the 2004 draft Code of Ethics deals with the ethical and moral dilemmas - which 
welfare practitioners may face, at least in part, as a result of South Africa' s partic_ular socio­
structural conditions - as though they were singular incidents and amenable to resolut10n so long 
as i ndividual practitioners followed the principles, rules and prescriptions set out in  the code. The 
document neither displays an awareness of its i nherent contradictions, nor acknowledges an� of 
the complexities or the systemic nature of injustice, which define the current South Afncan 

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk 2005:41(3) 

'" 

.. ... 

,. _  

,-



246 

of the New Zealand Association of Social Workers, whose code of ethics attempts "to create a 
framework for an ongoing dialogue, while at the same time providing a point of reference for 
social workers and service users" (Hugman , 2003 : 1 036). He concludes that: " . . .  a critical 
consideration of postmodern insights may assist social workers to examine the diverse, provi sional 
and uncertain nature of all aspects of our world, including . . .  values and ethics. The tendency to 
seek prescription i n  codes of ethics . . .  is challenged by this approach .  It suggests that we might 
achieve more by seeking the discursive practice of moral reasoning in which all social workers are 
enabled to participate and held to be responsi ble" (Hugman, 2003 : 1 037). 

That this may be an extremely useful approach i s  impl ied by Dean ' s  (200 1 )  work on the 
difficulties arising from social work practice in a context of ethnic d iversity .  She questions " . . .  the 
notion that one could become 'competent' at the culture of another . . . I would instead propose a 
model in which maintaining an awareness of one ' s  lack of competence is the goal rather than the 
establishment of competence" (200 1 :624) ;  this clearly raises suspicion against any code of ethics 
which professes to be able to articulate values, principles and standards for conduct, i rrespective of 
the context in which professionals interact (SACSSP, 2004). Hugman ' s  (2003) call for discursive 
practice also resonates well with Wise ( 1 995), who in her deliberation on unequal power relations 
in professional social work from a feminist perspective contends that: "Social work never has 
been, and never will be, a monolithic and unitary phenomenon . . . [Thus] the value of meta-ethics 
in soc ial work, based on generalised and abstract principles . . .  needs to be questioned in the light 
of alternative approaches, in particular that provided by situated or context-specific ethics" (Wise, 
1 995 : 1 1 5 - 1 1 6) .  

An example for such context-specific ethics would be the Ethics of Care (Sevenhuij sen, 2003) .  
Although the notion of  shared professional values and principles are not rejected per se, the 
important dimensions of politics, contextuality and relationships are added. Hugman (2003 : 1 037) 
therefore proposes a 'discursive code of ethics ' ,  to which might be added the criterion of non­
essential ism. The key features of a thus conceptualised code of ethics would be as follows. Much 
greater weight would be placed on principles and values than. on behavioural standards and 
prescriptions; practitioners would be encouraged to develop their personal sense of moral 
responsibi lity rather than mindlessly following rules; the diversity of social real it ies, world views 
and value systems within and across ethnic, cu ltural and national groupings, the contextual nature 
of social work practice would be recognised and embraced ; and the code would demonstrate a 
preparedness to "struggle w ith contradictions, seeing any aporesis . . . as both inevitable and 
fruitfu l" (Hugman, 2003 : 1037) .  Over and above these points, there is also, as demonstrated above, 
the need to explicit ly acknowledge the systemic nature of poverty, marginal isation and 
deprivation, which seems to afflict increasing numbers of people in virtually all contemporary 
societies. 

The recent process of global standard setting for social work education and training il lustrates 
what the proposition of a discursive and non-essentialist code of eth ics may mean in practice. 
These standards were adopted in September 2004 at the International Federation of Social 
Workers (IFSW) conference in Adelaide, Australia, following j ust under five years of global 
professional discourse (Sewpaul, 2004; Sewpau1 & Jones, 2004; Wil liams & Sewpaul ,  2004). The 
undertaking was informed by a sense of scepticism on the part of the key personalities driv ing the 
process, which in turn was founded on their recognition - from a· postmodern perspective :_ of 
some of the irreconcilable contradictions i nherent in the - ostensibly modern - project. For 
example, a critical engagement with issues of power and representation led to attempts to ensure 
" . . .  an inclusive a process as possible. While the vision of global standards was initially conceived 
by International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) and IFSW leadership, its 
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substance was determined by a road constituency" (Sewpaul, 2004:2). And it is precisely because 
of the intention of " . . .  deepening our commitment to social justice, human rights, inclusivity . . .  
dialogue and responsiveness to cl ients . . .  " (Sewpaul, 2004 :2) that the committee overseeing the 
process sought to consistently question the value of what they were doing and how th_ey were 
doing it. Accordingly, i t  was emphasised from the onset that " . . .  the document [was] not 1�tended 
to be a finite, static end product" (Sewpaul ,  2004 :2), and a clear message accompamed the 
adoption of the global standards that the process of broad-based consultation, engagement, 
development and critique did not come to an end in September 2004. 

Sewpaul and Jones (2004 :503) assert that "The challenge in the formulation of the global 
standards has been for them to be specific enough to have salience, yet broad enough to be 
relevant to any given context" . In order to encourage both the development of local ly_ specific 
responses and continuing dialogue across contexts, universal principles have been retamed and 
upheld, but these have been embedded within notions of flexibility. And finally, th_e global 
standards document has - in view of the reality of diverging viewpoints, interpretations and 
contested mean ings of terms and concepts - " . . .  wherever possible, provided qualifiers and 
[ indicators] that certain concepts may be differently defined in different contexts" (Willi�s & 
Sewpaul, 2004:564). Yet the committee overseeing the development of global standards remained 
mindful that the document will be powerless unless individuals take the responsibi l i ty to engage 
with it, interpret it and apply its content meaningfully in their specific localities. 

In other words, postmodern discourses on ethics and standard setting in social work have come _to 
less radical conclusions than Bauman ( 1 993) has. They signify attempts to substitute rules with 
dialogue, universality with contextuali ty and seemingly timeless fixati.on of abstract principles 
with fluidity of meaning and interpretation . At the same time, some of modernity ' s  great projects, 
such as human rights, emancipation and social justice have been retained as ideals and guiding 
principles for social work practice and education. 

Conclusion : Towards a discursive and non-essentialist code of ethics for South 
African social service professionals 
This article has attempted to provide a postmodern critique of the SACSSP' s draft Code of Eth ics. 
In so doing, the relevance of postmodernism for a debate on ethics and morali ty in  South Afri�an 
welfare was explored. Several aspects of what may be considered - from a postmodern perspective 
- to have broadly shaped the nature of the current South African welfare context were sketched. 
Attention was paid to culture, race and class as important dividing lines and sources of 
contradiction and tens ion in South African society . Thi s  discussion informed the subsequent 
section, in which selected aspects of the draft code of ethics were discussed in some detail .  Central 
notions in this  regard were the document' s claims to foundation and universality in view of the 
unavoidabi l ity of ethical dilemmas and moral ambivalence in professional soc ial work practi�e. 
Final ly, current debates on the role and function of ethical codes and standard settmg m social 
work under postmodern conditions were reviewed with a view to extracting those aspects of �he 
debate that might usefully i nform processes and developments around the future Code of Ethics 
for Social Service Professions .  

It was found that the 2004 draft Code of Ethics deals with the ethical and moral dilemmas - which 
welfare practitioners may face, at least in part, as a result of South Africa' s partic_ular socio­
structural conditions - as though they were singular incidents and amenable to resolut10n so long 
as i ndividual practitioners followed the principles, rules and prescriptions set out in  the code. The 
document neither displays an awareness of its i nherent contradictions, nor acknowledges an� of 
the complexities or the systemic nature of injustice, which define the current South Afncan 
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w�lfare context. . Therefore, the draft code must fai l  in  its ambition to articulate and enforce a 
umversall� applicable set of ethical principles and behavioural standards for the SACSSP' s 
membership. While not rejecting the notion of a code of ethics per se, it was proposed that in order 
to be_ able . to s�eak . to the moral uncertainty and ethical dilemmas practitioners cannot but 
ex�enence m therr daily work, it would have to encourage moral ly responsible practice rather than 
being reduced to providing an enforceable set of rules . 

For these reasons, a discursi�e �d n?n-essentialist code of ethics was proposed . Such a code 
:,vould_ have to meet several cntena . First ly ,  the process of conceptualisation and writing must be 
tnclus1v�. Secondly, the document must not be regarded as static. Instead, the process of 
dev�lopmg the �ocument must_ be regar:ded as indefinitely i ncomplete and as a continuous process 
of_ dialogue, ac_uon and reflectlon . A discursive and non-essential i st code of ethics would aim to 

bndge the tens10n between the nee? to uphold central universal values and principles, 011 the one 
hand, and �e �eed to acknowledgmg the particularity and diversity of practice contexts, on the 
other. Its pnnc1ples _ and standards must therefore serve as guidelines rather than rules ; and its 
c�ntent must be actively embraced, interpreted and applied on a case-by-case basis by its users. 
Fmally, the document must develop a position in relation to the systemic nature of social 
phenomena _ such �s social _ injustice, poverty and cultural intolerance and afford practitioners who 

are faced with the r r  potentially unbearable symptoms the necessary protection and support. 

W�at is required of the Council members in turn is that they - rather than regarding the code of 
e�cs as a set of _rules to be followed - _genuinely strive towards moral ly responsible practice. 
Bern? morally active also_ means th_at social workers and other social service professionals seek 
genume encou�ters and dialogue with their various cl ient systems as a crucially important basis 
for �oral pract�ce. It also means that they make inputs to the South African Council for Social 
Service Pr?f�ss1ons wherever and whenever the Code needs to be improved. Only then will it 
become a livrng document that evolves with the changing nature of South African society . 
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umversall� applicable set of ethical principles and behavioural standards for the SACSSP' s 
membership. While not rejecting the notion of a code of ethics per se, it was proposed that in order 
to be_ able . to s�eak . to the moral uncertainty and ethical dilemmas practitioners cannot but 
ex�enence m therr daily work, it would have to encourage moral ly responsible practice rather than 
being reduced to providing an enforceable set of rules . 
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Fmally, the document must develop a position in relation to the systemic nature of social 
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are faced with the r r  potentially unbearable symptoms the necessary protection and support. 

W�at is required of the Council members in turn is that they - rather than regarding the code of 
e�cs as a set of _rules to be followed - _genuinely strive towards moral ly responsible practice. 
Bern? morally active also_ means th_at social workers and other social service professionals seek 
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Service Pr?f�ss1ons wherever and whenever the Code needs to be improved. Only then will it 
become a livrng document that evolves with the changing nature of South African society . 
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THE IMPLEMENTATION OF A DIVERSION PROGRAMME FOR JUVENILE 
OFFENDERS: PROBLEM AREAS AND 'PITF ALLS'

1 

M Cupido, A Kritzinger, F van Aswegen 

INTRODUCTION 

According to the 2001 South African census, about 35% of the South African population can be classified as youths, that is, below the age of 35 years, while 22% is below 20 years of age (Stati stics South Africa, 2003). Schonteich ( 1 999 :22) emphasises that South Africa faces some serious challenges because of the high proportion of young people in the population. Referring to criminal behaviour in particular, he suggests that juveniles and young adults commit crimes " .. .far in excess of their proportion of the general population", and that these rates seem to be similar all over the world. He also points to conviction rates that show that young males in South Africa are at greater risk of being convicted for a wide range of crimes than older males or females of any age group. 
International research suggests that crime amongst the youth , as with any criminal act, can be attributed to many factors and the negative influences of the community , low socio-economic status of families, dropping out of school and single-headed households are but a few of the factors that could contribute to young people turning to crime (Moore & Tonry, 1 998 :9). They also argue that the involvement of the community is pivotal in preventing youths from both becoming and remaining involved in deviant behaviour. Breaking the cycle of crime could prove to be difficult for young people who have to leave behind not only their criminal behaviour, but also old friends and 'hang-out' places (Higgins & Butler, 1 982). In this regard social support from families and peers is important in encouraging youths to feel accepted by conventional society. Yet getting the community involved can be a difficult task, because adults in the community are often so preoccupied with employment issues and trying to keep afloat in the midst of excruciating poverty that there is often l ittle or no time to give youngsters the attention and support that they so need and desi re .  
Not al l  young offenders are criminally prosecuted. In South Africa NICRO (National Institute for Crime Prevention and Reintegration of Offenders) offers some alternatives for young offenders that ensure that they do not get criminal records. According to NICRO' s  annual 2001 /02 report, 5788 young people in conflict with the law were channelled away from the criminal justice system into a range of options in the Western Cape alone. The YES prograrnrne offered by NICRO is one such alternat ive that attempts to reintegrate young offenders in conflict with the law back into conventional society without the negative impl ications often associated with the criminal j ustice process. It serves the largest number of clients - 837 1 clients for the period 200 1/02. 
Th is  paper focuses on the YES programme and examines the implementation of this programme in three groups of young offenders with the specific aim of identifying problems and pitfalls integral to the implementation process. These problems have important consequence for the intended outcomes of the prograrnrne. The paper consists of six sections. The first part addresses the theme of restorative justice. A brief overview of the juvenile justice system in South Africa is provided in part two. Part three examines diversion as an in tegral part of the child j ustice system in Western countri�s. while part four provides i nformation on the nature and goals of the YES programme. 
I The research on which this paper is based was undertaken by M Cupido. It formed the basis for the MPhil degree in 
Youth Development and Pol icy at the Univers i ty of Stellenbosch. 
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