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ABSTRACT

The inability of social work practice to make a credible and positive impact on the crisis in African
development calls for a re-examination of the profession. The article argues that indigenisation
offers opportunities for non-Western societies to develop professional practice based on theories,
models, values, and processes emanating from relevant and specific knowledge about their
societies. It is necessary and possible for social work in Africa to define its mission, knowledge
base, and process based on local conditions in which it must operate. It is in this context that the
justification for appropriateness, and hence indigenisation, lies.

Throughout history, and within the social sciences, the number of real paradigm shifts — true
fundamental changes in concepts, methods, and conclusions — has been very small. However,
whereas many paradigm shifts have failed, it is also true that some brilliant ideas have, at times,
been ignored simply because they did not fit existing modes of thought (Matsumoto, 2000). In this
regard, Lombard’s (1996:172) assertion that there may be only two clear options in relation to
change - “resisting change or participating in promoting it” - is close to the truth. The choice,
however, is clear. Change must be promoted.

Alternative voices have always had trouble being accepted. When Africans and others rose against
colonialism and Apartheid in South Africa, there was no automatic acceptance of their position.
Thus, with indigenisation, no one expects automatic acceptance, as issues must be debated and
positions accepted and applied on their own merits. It is important, though, to note that the fact
that some people may resist an idea does not invalidate it.

This article articulates the basis of indigenisation and underscores the weaknesses in arguments
against it. The contention is that the debate on indigenisation is not infertile as suggested by some
authors (Bar-On 1999; 2002). With indigenisation, African and other Third World professionals
seek to develop what-they-see-as_the-direction the profession must take in their environment,
irrespective of its Western roots. The assumption that knowledge developed in one society cannot
be usemnt society, and therefore that the social work developed in the west
cannot be changed and used in Africa, is not supported by reality. For example, the popular belief
is that paper was developed along the Nile, possibly in Egypt. However, we do not talk about
paper as belonging to Egyptians. The fact that today we have Japanese, British, German, and

American cars supports the argument that throughout history, societies have built upon inventions
developed elsewhere for their own purposes.

The main contention is that the debate on indigenisation is not misdirected. There is no quarrcl
about what Western social work is, or why it was developed. Social work as “an idea” or as “a
proce« , it is argued, can be adoptermed on different values, environmental
fa‘cf?\’rb, and goals. Thus, in the African context, it myst apply African, and not Western valyes. In
this case, for example, social work in Africa may focus more on_community and social
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cultures, esp~cially African and other non-western societies, are deemed inferior to the West
hecause thev nav- o accepta able knowledge and {‘sense’and so have to be moulded in the fashion
of those who have know]edgc and “sense” who must lead the way. But common sense, if fully
accepted, would mean unconditional recognition of people’s ability to know what is good for them
and to do what “* >y think is right and necessary for their societies. However, this is not the case
sir : others may condemn certain actions, though logical and right for a society, as unacceptable
even if it does not affect them directly.

Part of the arguments for rejecting indigenisation is based on the notion that many of the
cc*‘lmowcml work addresses in the West are the same as those addre Jscd .in Africa, and that
d ‘erences in degree do not necessanly translate into dlfferenc_es\q‘/kl,nd/ (Bar-On, 1999).
However, if social work should focus, among others, on droughts and famine, civil wars, peace,
democracy, large-scale illiteracy, and poverty as social development issues, this in itself, would
make its intent, processes, and values significantly different from those in the West. Also, the shift
from residual through preventive to consolidation of development efforts and outcomes will usher
in a new purpose and application of social work. The fact still remains that even differences in
degree can be so significant that different goals, skills, and resources may be necessary. Thus, a
ungry person with access to one meal a day is different from a hungry person with no hope of a
”Lneal in any day. Likewise, a whole community beset with famine on dry land may be different
from a community that is hungry but has access to productive land. They may be differences in
j degree but the same approach may not be used due to different socio-economic and environmental
factors because the human condition is not the same across the world.

Despite its Western origins and orientation, social work in Africa is usually perceived as being
organised differently than in the West. Many authors, such as Midgley (1981, 1995), Hutton
(1992), Mwansa (1992), Osei-Hwedie (1993a, 1993b, 1995, 1996), and Mupedziswa (1993), argue
that this social work cannot and must not function as it does in the West. The number of people
who usually seek formal assistance and the type of assistance sought, especially in an environment
where much of the emphasis is on informal networks and self-help at both the household and
community levels, and where many of the services as understood in the West are not available, are
limited. Again, in an era of economic structural adjustment programmes (SAPs), the little formal
assistance that is offered is drastically reduced in an effort to make people self-sufficient and self-
reliant and the economy more efficient. Thus, the very context of social service provision and the
process itself should make social work different from the West. Self-sufficiency and self-reliance,
among other thi~~~, have to do with peoples’ ability to decide and do things for themselves. In this
context, therefc.., Indigenisation has to do with what is real to a people and not an imposition of
what others ¢ ine for them.

It is also recognised that Western social work interventions are not readily transferable to non-
western societies (Hutton, 1992). The criticism made against the Western social science
foundations of African social work practice is justifiable. Imre (1984) notes that identifying and
understanding relevant knowledge, that is, what can be known and how it can be known, is critical
to the issue of appropriateness in social work. This is because social workers deal with persons and
so it is important to know the man - limensions of what it means to be a human being in a
particular setting and how humans arc related to others. People are social beings and therefore
their lives and meanings are intertwined. The awareness of the relevance of knowledge contained
in the dimensions of human life is a necessary beginning of social work practice. Social work,
therefore, needs a knowledge base that is relevant and consistent with the particular conditions of
people in a social environment. This means identifying and m.derstandinge%’m_aja assumptions
about personality and social life in that society. It is in this regard that uncritical acceptance of
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QEMQPW models, is a must. This is because social work knowledge and
practice in Africa must emcrge {rom local inputs that should then sustain them.

It is argued that African social * rkers can and must develop their own cumulative knowledge and
define their practice skills. In * 's way, the idea that problems must be solved in ways familiar t

both social workers and their clicnts becomes a reality and gives practical meaning t
indigenisation. Without questioning the overall goals of social work, it is evident that Africans
have their own values and that soc*~' work intervention, based on continuing social analysis, must
reflect thesc values. It is also emphasised that all cultures, including those in Africa, are constantly /
changing and therefore any reference fo culture which is cast as a teference to tlﬁ’pfait'is/nmly
conceptualised and misdirected. -

inally, it is evident that Western education and analytical processes offer some of the very tools
necessary for deconstructing Western social work models and developing an alternative outlook in
Africa. In the same way Africans found answers to colonialism and Apartheid, among other
Western influences, so must they find answers to alien Western values and processes in their
practice of social work. This is the task Bar-On (1999, 2002) argues is impossible. By his analysis,
every African is touched by an outside construct and so incapable of finding a truly indigenous or
local perspective in social work practice. This is part of a myth that must be dispelled.

FIGURE 1
SOCIAL WORK FRAMEWORK: CULTURAL BASIS OF PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE
DOMAIN CULTURE How is the culture translated into
l T action?
VALUES
Norms  Social Process What kind of world/life is strived
for?
SOCIAL REALITY What are the existing conditions
REQUIREMENT
KNOWLEDGE What knowledge is necessary for
social work to make a meaningful
contribution to the quality of life?
PRACTICE INSTITUTIONALIZED What are the roles, contents, and
PRACTICE form/process of social practice?
AND T l
EDUCATION EDUCATION FOR What is required to impart this role
PRACTICE to students and practitioners of

social work?

Source: Osei-Hwedie, K., (1996)
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