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The social worker—client relationship—

a Sartrean approach

by Biorn Blom

Several theorists argue that a close and mutual relationship batween social worker and client
is the ‘core’ of social work practice. However, this relationship is not examined.in-a-profound
way. in the article, the assumption of the essential relationship belween sociat worker and

client is serutinized, usg JeanPall Saflres pignomenological, existential philosgphy. The
alm TS o seE What Sarre's theory Earm bringto-the gisTETSe SHGUL IS relationship as a
central aspect of sociat work as a field of knowiedge. Ultimalely this is of importance for

intervention as well as evalualion.

Relationships—the core of social
work practice

What mukes peaple change? Which are the effica-
cions Ingredients i sodsl work practive? Thow can
clange mochanisms in social workers' interventions
be deseribed and coneegnualized? These are questions
thar social workers and researchers constantly deal
with, in one way or another For obviens reisons,
it is imporoant thae social workers have conceponl
puidance in their work, snd thae evaluors are able
to evalmie bucrvemions en adequate dheorctical
prounds

A common theoreticad answer to the question of

what works” in social work prictice 18 the relacdon-
ship berween socil worker and dlicn f Payne
1991, 1997 Empirical support for this caim s
quite convincing  Several researchers have piven
seconnts of ditlerent cemral agpects of this relation-
ship shar are of importance for human change A
number of studies showt elfecriveness in social work
show that, in erder 1o be successtul, sucial workers
must establish 3 reladonship of commitmeny, truse,
caring, genaineness, empathy and acceprance (Towe
1087 Krissiansenr 1999; Mitler anad Rollaick 19914,
Patterson 1986) Frank amd Frank (1991) argue char
the single most important fictos & an emosional and
trass fud sebetionship

Nevertheless, these accounts do not really explain
how human change is brought sbout At best, io s
possible 1o sec w correlition bevween these agpecrs

iy [cord University Press 2002

ared w chanpe in the client. but such a correlation
dovs not offer a profound explanation of the causal
mechanisms within the socil worker—client relation-
ship (e Pawson and Tilley 1997)

like most social phenomen, sockal work is an
activity thar can be looked at in scveral ways,
depending on the observer's perspective {of Howe
F987: Payne 1997} Socisd work ds carried out on
different fevels, ¢ g community woerk, group work
or ciase work . Differences also occur in the observer's
view of society  For cxample, is social work aboue
helping peaple 1o adapt 1o established social systems,
or &5 the aim cmancipation {rom sockl oppression?

In ehis arcicle I focus on the micro level, sad sug-
gest thag an impostant aim of soeiad work practicu is
1o help individuals or groups achieve seli~fullibmem
Ihus. my view can be categorized a8 whae Payne
(997 calls 1he reflestve-tberapeatic perspeetive
Obviowsly, Importse social work can be pursucd
gronnded in other perspecuives Payne called these
the socialisr—colleerivist aml the kudividii—reform-
st perspectives Examples of she fist oare anti-
oppressive and  empowerment  approaches,  and
examples of the latwer are cognidve-behaviourn! and
task-centred socinf work

Even chough social work, in o global perspeciive,
has been broadened rwowards sucial wmisnd communiny
(Midpley 1995} as
empowermens and advocscy approaches (Rose 1990,
Solemon 1976, a prear deal of social work—ar leass

development well s
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i the Nerdic connerigs-—-is eoflexive-therapeutic or
mdividuadist-reformist, where socinl worker-chient
relavionships are essenddal (Bernler and Johnsson
2000 Beenler of o 19957 Kokkin 1998: Lenner-
Axplgson and Thylufors 1999 Morén 1994; Nygren
1992; Nygren and Soydan 19973

I brict, the reason for the focus on this relation-
ship—as was tonched upon inidaily—is the view
thie without the socid worker—clicnt relationship, it
is not possible 1o pive sdequare help; che rebationship
I8 4 pecessiaey prefequisite Payne (0991) argues thae
relationships  berome  imparsang in social work
because the refitionship bevween chient and worker
is the vebicle of the cominuity of the socis! work
process, becanse o broad invelvement in chients” lives
is necded which cannos be sehicved in distine epis-
odes of limited dnceeacuons, and because of the
cllectivencss of reladonship us 0 mediam for achiev-
ing change kb people’s lives " {pp 26-28)

The advocacy of the ides of a dose and mueoal
relationship bewween sockd worker and cliens as the
core’ of social work practice might surprisc in Light
ui” the discassion o burnow in the human services
in a flood of arcdcles and rescarch repons. i s
clatmed that dose reladonships lead w burnou,
steess and keek of compassion {e g Leiter 19925 Mas-
lach 1978, 1993) LHowever, she phenomenon, bur-
nout, ard its vanses, have been serionsly guestioned
by a number of researchers on theoretical (Asplund
1987; Morcne 1994, 1s well as on empirical grounds
{Sodurfeldye 1997)
empirical Tindings, I aim hae evennal correlasion

Based on those arguments and

berween close redationships and burnour (whatever &
is?) is spurious  Buraowt {n most cases fedgne)
depends on high workload (oo many  superficial
conticts) rarher than the negative elfect of dose rela-
tionships perse Moreover, rhe fuer thae social workers
ind other prople are somelimes subjecred o faigue
does not diminish ¢he imporiance of reladonships in
sacil work

Obviously, the relagionship berween social worker
and chien implies more than just being a base for
change By way of example, the relarionship o also
constitre a base for support (Bernler o o 1093);
exiscential confirmanion (Ropgers 1951, 1961) or {or
the creation of meaning via the narrative struciuring

tking place in the conversation Garbin 1986: Whive
amed Epston 1990) However, §argue i when di-
ents” sell-chosen chasge is the foeas, increased clarity
on the subjece i offered by Jean-Paul Sarure’s pheno-
menclegical existeniial philosophy, which csseniially
is about human relations

In this artdcle. vwo social work theories are proe-
sented that focus on the relationship berween social
workers and cliones They function as eamples in
order o amlyse whae Sarcee’s theory cn add to the
refutionship discourse  Towever, before they are
mroduced, 1 oroucls upon semce eritical remarks thae
have been made against Sartre’s theory

Critigque of Sartre’s thinking from
different perspectives

It mighr appuar foolhardy using Sartre’s existentin
phenoraenology for a theoretical scruriny—a rheory
that has been much erivicized for o Jong time In the
19805, puse-madern ideas, diough variously defined,
mutde progress and challenged the so-called prand
narracives wmong them Fread's, Marxs and Sarere’s
theories), e theories clsiming o be troe and gen-
cralizablie o different comexts

Post-modern ideas involve the assumption thae

there are ho absolute truchs, only more local accoums

af reality, 1hus facis are contexiually desermined
Morcover, (FiRITSTORIAGCE by trustwordiiness, amd
vallity & 0 question of pragmausm Increasingly

language (sipns) constitures the world, so that any
distinction between 1the appearance and the real’ is
fost (Hauman 1987; Baudrillard 1983; Lyotard 1984,
Rony 1980, 1989 The pros and cons of posi-
modern ideas have also been actively discussed i
refation 1o social work, even il nor explicitly with
regieed o Sarere’s rdeas {(Howe 19945 Pardeek o of
1994; Parton 1994 Taylor-Gooby 1994 Taylor and
Whice 2000)

However, post-modern_jdess have quite recemly

been heavily avacked from several philosophical dir-
ections (Bhaskar 1989, 1991; Gelloer 19924, bn
I*labcrm:is, FOHS, 1990; Ouchwaite, 1987, 1994)
Most convinciug, as 1 see i, from a eritical realistic
perspective (Bhaskar 1989, 1991, showing thar with
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{radicaf) pust-muodern assumptions, realivy is nething

other thn che resvareluwr’s construction in g pargicu-

lar hisrorical wid culvarad position. Reality and sranh

TPecome rlitive, Both onrologieally and cpistemolo-
gieally Crivieal realism disiruses these kleas, based
on i more realisiic on nowledges refir-
[ 5 know-

ledge as secially construcred.

dre truchs bur these are not definicive Geality might
change), and our observadions sre dependeny on
theery, but nos derermined by it

Some writers argue that erivical realism s @ relove
ane meta-theoretical base for soctal work rescarch
(Kazi 1998, 2000; Kazi o o/ 2002 Nygren and
Soydan 1997 As [ undersund it, Sarere’s phenom-

cnology is consistent with a critical reatistic omolopy
(cf Sarure 1937, 1989 This mcans thae s theoresic-
ally trivs 20 explamn whas is going on within g reda-

tonship, assuming there is o realivy breespecrive of

“the observer Bvemis and aspedis of relationships are
not mesely constractions of the researcher, pre-
senting onc of an inlisse number of ways of sceing
things The possibility of combining Sartrean ideas
with crivical realism by already been paid a2acearion
to by Danermark et af (1997, 2002)

Sarure’s theory has also been erisicized from within
the discousse of sockal work theory  Payne (1997}
argues that problems with existeminl idens, such as
Sartre’s. in social work wre the lack of dlarity and the
dilficulty of forming dear rpes and  agreed
explamations of behaviowr  In addition, exisientind
startitg-poines may be crivicized for their vagocness
and lack of rigovr, and for the Lk of any evidence
of the ¢lifeciiveness of the wehnigues proposed The
theory docs no el us what we should do o ner-
vene effectively inolse cliend's sisoadon within the
rclationship Morcover, social work based on oxiseen-
tial ideas presumes volunrary, Gty self-motivated
clients

The farter critique concerns  the  difficaldes
ivolved in implemensing oxistential ddeas in social
work practice Accordingly, T believe it would pre-

sene difficubtics wtrying o use Swarire’s theory as a

social work theory-—it was not constructed for that

purpose Neventheless, as Toory ro show here, # can

e used for o discussion of existing social work theor-

ies amd porentially iv can be inregrared wish {orure
social work theories Thus Tagree wih Payoe (1997)
when be suys thas extscendal idess B well withe che
central principles and value bise of social work
There are abready o few Interesting attempts (o inieg-
rate Sanrean thoughts imo social work  theory
(Horjeson 19741, 1977, Thompson 1992) Neverthe-
jess, 1 do por bebiove dhae these aurhors Tuve used
the full porential of Sarire’s theory

Two theorles of social work

My theorericad stndpoint i represensed by & syn-
thesis of two theories of social work The firse derives
from Nygren (1992) and Nygren and Soydan (1997)
amd suggests tha social work is an acdvity dhae is
carrivd out at the interface becween the individual
and socicty  In sioaations where the reladonship
beeween the individual and sociesy s what Nygren
(1992} calls distorted, one can talk about social expo-
sure The focus s sockery's Hmising suuctures racher
than individual failing

He considers thar soctad work wims ac change
shrough intervendon, ic¢ the social worker inter-
veanes--with  herfhis  presence-—in the  socially
exposed person's diswrred 1He shruation The social
worker's inwervention s (whenever possible) made
ropether with 2 co-subject: ie the latervention is
aot oaly aimed at and towards the client as an objecr

Nygren's concepts and assumptions are av an ecarly
stage, wiwd hence need further development Above
all, this iy vrue when Nygren (1992) possulares rhar
the relationship berween social worker and cliem
constiznies the core” in social work  This asseriion
has to be discussed in more decail

Muorta's (1994) way of defining social work is the
seeond concribution wo my syathe

s Inoa eritique of
whitt he—in sheory as well as social work practice--
regards as o torn o psychotherapeatie crenument or
bureancratic handling of macerial resources, Morén
has construcresd o theory of human assistance for
social work. He claims thae vo regard social work in
terms of human assisaince can open up the predom-
iz frame of dhoughr, and make the blind spot” of
social work visibie; the usually un-seen or not under-
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stood assistance aspect According 1o Morée. social

work practice i nor homogenons

Swimetines the practitioners frovide Hmited sevvives,
swch as fiwanciad assistanee and focwsed conuselling
Measures are limiwed fn tiwe and uo denlands ave
made o 1he clieni 1o change bis or ber way of Tife
Swcdad ok ju this vespect v Lo chavackerfoed s
the aelfstment of ey compensation for difficnls lving
condisions in vkation to prevailing scierad coudi-
tions, and fit respect of that aspect of the task, swe-
cessful achivvewicnts oo ner sltinately deopend on .
daply pevsosal rolatianehip with the liens

Sometinmes the plctre chasiges 1he sacial wavkers
cuconnter people dwelting i vory disordered and
destractive conditions; a chavite oter veality goes
hand in Dand with o fikewise chanic fner weafisy
Problems often have developed wrer o long perind of
tine {often decadesd, and the swcial wovker cannat
contribite tn an alteration for the better by weans of
simple measnres o decisians Tnstead the task 13 to
participate fi a fang-term process of angforming ar
resodiding the individnal’s self-imuage, couveption of
the world, and erentpally bis or ber way of
appraaching the world

To pavticipare in swdo o trawsformarion or
semaihding af another person’s iy o fife
reguires that the secial worker and the clicat devlap
@ personal relationship that is durable, roliahle,
rusting—oned based o the principles of wearnss,
recipracity waid pos-moralising. Hence with vegerd
i this wspect of the work task, the peviomad velatjon-
ship betweeen the social worker and the clicnr appears
to fo o basic conditian for deiny able to consribiie
1o process af Dowan clinige (Morén 1994, pp
158189}

Morén desigoaees the Arst aspect as adjustment/
compensation and the sceond as wransformation/
remoulding  He peinis owr shag, in praciice, socisl
work s carried ont in the borderland boween the
two positions: ¢ the aspects are inter-twined and
coneemporary  However, he postilates char trans-
formation is the central aspeey of social work A fun-
darnentd condidion s the development of o close and
persomal relatienship beoween social worker and
clicar The relattonship is a base for understanding

il the clienn is socislly exposed  The relmdonship i
also necessiry for piving the clicnt hope of she pos-
sibility o influence his or her life struation Such a
rebationship will be characterized by o murual chal-
lenge of scH-images and views of the world  Morén
writes that one will discover onescll when encows-
wring the other person The process §s conneceed
with pukn, anxiety and resistance w (pussibly) giving
up onesell wnd becoming another

The social workes’s prinuey 1ask is not to diagnose
ared teeat, bue o undersind and assise in making
exposed lite-sivuarions visibic o the cliene Mordén
writes that making the sivnion visible is the very
assistance, and thae when e socially exposed poe-
son's Hife singtion is made visible, when new pos-
sibilities to interprer have shown possible change,
e assistance i hoished

Nypren (3992) writes. inspired by Jargen Haber-
mas, that socid work huas an emancipating and
innovative mwerest in knowledge T caim dean chis
presumes that social work implies a ratienality which
Mortn argues is based on u-knowing” (Blom 1999)
At ahe risk of over-simplificarion, this can be
described as bring open o e unknewn, by dodiber-
aely putdng your pre-understandings aside

These are normative standpoims agaings the view
thar sockal work only can be pursued with mere
mcans-cnd rationality, based on a knowing abow the
other person Morén's way of looking ar social work
debivers a fraitful concribution o this discourse, but
some of his assumptions can be further developed
with the help of Sarerc’s theory  Above all, dhis is
rrue for the concem of transformation. A deeper dis-
cussion of this concept is witempred in dhe article
However, before duing tho, T present some of
Sartre’s phenomenological existential philosaphy

Themes in Sartre’s thinking,
important for social work

Sargre anadyses  the foundations thi charscerize
lnzman existence
existence i3 freedom: imnscendence, negadivivy and

I short, he mezss thar man's

relarton to himsel!’ However, Sartre points out a con-

rradiction in dids existence: i ks a tundamenal free-
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dom, but also a siriving after being-in-itselfs vo give
onesell the same features as an objeat (by idencifying
with a defined socht role, striving alter @ social posi-
ton ew ) According w Sarcre, the striving after
being-in«dsall s o way of eseaping the anxicey we
experience before our own freedom (Sarre 1943,
1986; Srevenson and Haberman [998)

n something tha looks like an incanation, Sartre
says ehus man' i not what he is, and is what he is
got It is o fundsmenal festure in man's exisience
thar we live throngh somehing tdua does noc exisy
the imaginary Man can ‘throw himsell” oa, make
contined drafis of bis futare; we live in anticipation
and longing alter something  These phenomena ar
characiesized by negativity; ie they are nos given
bt marked by absence This means thar man's con-
dirions are not derermined. he 5 his own legistator
Thass, nn 15 capable of transcending (going heyond,
vransgressing) what is given by nepading the eircum-
stances through what is pessible: Man iy a refstion-
ship to himself and has a distance w facucity (the
given, the permancit) Man has a possibilicy 1o
choose other goals and, as such, duny what is faciaad
Sareee summarizes this by saying chat man’s being is
transeerdence Sargre 1946, 1977 1943, 19806)

Nothingness

Through man’s existence, Nothingness Gio absence, a
lacky enters the workd Nothingness is the part of my
cxistence thac is nor ehe e Lactualtly have been fiving

I am something more than my own life story, 1 am
what 1 have not reafized, Tam my possibilities Noth-
mgness i thus an existendal ciegory thin constansly
upens new and, by oarsclves, unforcseen ways e enser
upon Nothmmgness implics that man’s being is nog
decermined The absence of bring lorees mun 1o chose
lis own dcis and create himsel (Sarere 1946,1977;
1943, 1986, Stevenson and Haborsnan 1998)

Consciousness

Consciousness is a pothingness 1t is not independent
of its coment On the contrary, consciousness 15 its
own comeent, aml i 1he coment s removed only
empiiness remaias Consequently, it is meaningless

otk abour consciousness i isdf Gartee, 1943,
1980}

Freedom

Man can net exist withowt being {ree; man’s bring
is freedom Surre denies the existence of God |, which
implics thar we are forced inre frecdom There ds
nothing, & priori, tiat can support maa’s choice Not
in redigion, rradivion, cubrural norms or i man's bio-
logy are there normasive foundstions wo fall back on
(Surrre 1943.1986; Stevenson and Haberman 1908)

Being

Sarere nses vwo existential forms of being: being-in-
itself amnd being-loreitsell Me draws @ sharp line
between shese forms The fiest form, being-in-isell,
is the world withow consciousness h s the way of
being of a thing To be-in-hsell (en sy means rhat
i s whas i 15, i cannot relate o something elsc or
miss the nor-being In contrast, being-or-iself is che
sell-conscions man'y extstemiad form; the world (hat
is creaced by his consciousness Man is characrerized
by, not only being what he s Tle can pose new
goals, and say 5o 1o the old and given Te can lways
chiose 1o transcend himsell Man is relating o him-
self amnd not only in-itself, b for-fesell” (powr o)
(Sarwre 1943.1986)

In Sarwe’s Mugoum Opus Being aind Nethingiess, s
third form of being ds desceibed, namely being-lfor-
others This form will be deseribed more thoroughty
shortly

A deeper meaning of transformation

Returning to social work, Morén (1994 siresses the
necessivy of w persomal, close and dusabsle relasionship
as a fundameacal condition for trnsforming socia
work B why is chis relarioaship so important?
Morén says that within the relationship, the sociatly
exposed person’s siemation is made visible Here, new
aptions for inwrpretation and acting are uncovered
Sarree’s concepts can add depth here According o
him, other people are essendally the mosy importnt
lor our knowledpe abour ourselves (Sarue 1943,
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1986) He assumes that maa can be-fos-itsedf, bu e
also argues that, at the same dime you are-for-
yoursell, you can only see yourself througt: the other
person who is looking at you (Sarire 1943, 1986
Here Sarrre s pusiting semething essentid-—-the
form of being he calls beingdor-others I mterice
tion witls the Other, I become aware of my relation-
ship o myself as well as the Other Through che
Other who sees me, T discover myseld Tt is even trug,
ehie I have 1o pass through the Ocher to become
aware of myseH Sarure also says that my being-for-
others makes me an object in the world To bedor-
athers is Like being an object, i ¢ for-itself However,
throngh my cexistence as objeer for the Orher, It
becomes possible o acknowledge the Giher as sub-
FO40,1977; 1943,

1986) How is i possible dhat the rebietionship fucil-

jeet or wranscendence  (Sarre
itates to be-for-iiself, b rarns me into a being-in-
irsell?

This demands a therough explanation of Sarere
Thus, fer us follow the process within the relaion-
shigr with the Oiher, from the beginning imagine a
sinmarion where 1wo persons, Epo and Alwer, are in
the same room Alrer inicially looks one of & window,
at the same tme he is being warched by Ego To
Ego this means chat Aler &5 poreeived as someshing
in the room o Lgo's conscionsness Alrer is a phe-
nemenoen, comparable with other pereeived things in
the room  Afier o while, Aler turns around and dir-
ects his eyes 1owards Jigo. Apparenidy this makes the
shumrtion change Sartre (1943, 1986) argues thag the
Other is an object, aibeir of # spedial kind, umil che
Grther directs his eyes towards me Then I esperience
the Qrher as a subject

Aher, who a moment ago was a phenomenon in
Lgo's conscioustiess, s, by rurning his eyes away
from the window towards Ega, changed inco 2 subject
However, not only Alier changes by dhis, po also
changes Before the eyes of the odher. 1 urn into an
object Thanks to shis | have access 1o what am, 1o
my ficcichy The Other is indispensable i1 shal} be
able to comprehend my own being i s walkity My
seli-relation #s necessurily  moediated throngh the
Oder, underseood a5 1he one who sees me Sanre
1943, 1986)

Nygren (1992). as docs Morén (1994), assumes

un an encounter beoween two subicers akes place
within a gowd relationship How dous this assump-
tion relate 1o Sartre's theses? According ro Sartre, &
15 not realy the Other we encounter, e his cyes or
presence as a subjecr Throngly the eyes, we oxpeni-
ence the Ouher, we feel the other on eur budy Sarere
1943, 1986)

To paraphrase: aun encounter berween two persons
is not an encounter besween subjects s an encoun-
wr beeween persons perceiving thag Alver, as @ sub-
ject, warns his eyes wowards Ego who is an objec
The cyes of the Ghher mike me beeome an object,
and viee versa Thus, it 8 necessary o expericnee
oneself as an object, in order o get wccess w one's
facticity
Morfa's discussion  Encountering people within a

This sonnds like o verialde ansithesis o

translorming eclationslip coukld hardiy imply regard-
ing the Other as an objeer, and being regarded as an
objecs onesedf, coudd ic? This needs an explanarion

Sartre deckases din the Other reveals for me how
impossible e 35 1 be an objece except for another
freedom Consequentdy, e Orher is for me first and
foremost ¢ being that §am an objea before, 1¢ the
being  whereby |opain objectivity Sarere 19443,
1986}

e svems s i, when we are perceived as an object.
we will readize thar we cannor be an object, by
expuricncing the freedom of the Other The Other is
the myself from which nothing separares me (Sarere
1943, 1986} My stmiturivy with the Other, his free-
dorm amd possibilitics, can be understoond when T fect
the eyes of the Oiher on me

Objecrification can bring my own freedom o light
But wha happens when § have discovered my free-
dom? Sarure postulites thar when T discover the eyes
of the Other, 1 will experieace fear, shame or vanity
Irrespective of which of these {eelings appears, i wil
make me surive wo beeome an objeceagain In bricl, dhe
concrewe experience of feer or shame leads o an
unpleagant fveling of being 2 thing A Deing-in-igelf
whose possibiinies are eransgressed by the Qdher This
makes my being-lorqsell thremoned Vaniey, how-
ever, does o couse wpleasant feelings: instead the
vain person enjoys being the admired object of the
Onher However, the vain peeson docs have o pandox-
ical project, which implies that he serives wo influence
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the Ocher to condnue his sdmirauion. Fowever. when
the vain person does this, i s in his capacity as it sub-
ject Thereby the vain pesson ceases (o be (he admired
object Bargre 1943, 1980}

Summing up, 1 belicve it 3 possible o give a
deeper meating to the coneept of transformution—
using Sarire’s theoretical Luygoage—in the loHowing
way: the basic condition  berween two con-
scivustiesses is thae boeth can regard cach other, buth
et be objects for each other, but nw simulumeously
Fo be an object dovs not mean to be a thing, when
the shing only i one of several kinds of objects
(Sartre 1943, 1986Y When | discover tha the Orher
regards m, 1 experience myself as an object, 1oexpesi-
ence my facricity THowever, when 1eed on my boily,
that the one who regards me s a2 subject and, in the
same momend, wndesstand thae nothing separates me
from him. 1 discover mysodl as a subject (reedom
and possibiliryd When fear. shame or vanivy appear,
I make the Odher into an object and my objectivigy
is replaced by subjectivity Tna normal relationship
this is 1 constantly un-poing imerplay

implications for social work practiee

Nygren and Morén argue thig secial work practice
should be cmanciputing, innovaive and  shereby
imply rasiomliey based on un-knowing (of  Blom
1999y This pormative standpoint finds support in
Sasire’s thinking

Sartre argoes thas it is impossible o have know-
fedge about che Oiher as a subject. Not because the
Orher's conscioushess is inserwable, but because the
other's consciousness, cxactly like my own, is a noth-
ingness I is nov pussible 1o possess knowledge sbous
the other as o subject as the concept of knowledge is
tied ro the concepr of object CGur expericnce of the
Other as a subject consists of being objects ourselves
before the Onher as subject Sarere 1043, 1080)

In other words, a social worker cannor know any-
thing abow the client’s subjecdve being belore-
hand--perhaps afierwards. bt then as objective
being. The social worker can only experience the chiem
s subject when the client regards ehe sociaf worker
as ant object This makes it impossible for the social

worker 16 have knowledge abou the elients subjece-

ive experience of being socialiy cxposed, i priosi
Sartre {1943, 1986)

botween  two  consciousnesses,  as

srpucs  thar real  comace
subjectivitivs,
cannor arise: cither the othor 15 an objecr for me, or
I am an abject for the ather——here is a struggle for
conrol” Thus, the relmionship berween two con-
sciousnesses 15, essenvially, & fight Hence, it
impossible 1o have a subjeci-subject relationship
where the social warker as well as the clienc age sub-
jects ar the same time

Surere’s arpuments, however, imply that Morén's
and Nygren's thesi
1wa reciprocil subje

abowt the encounter between

cts tends 1o become probiematic
However. the refationship between people 15 an
interplay berween for-iesell conditions and in-tisell
conditions, between subject and objece conditiong—
and therelure a refatively Insmonious stace is possible
(Sarrre 1943, 198G0)

it does not have 1o be problemacic thine both per-
sons cannet be subjeets simolwneosly 11 ander-
seasck it right, o massad relavonship, i Sarre’s
terms, consists of a conrinnous peaduladion berween
ehe basie existential furms of being: invisel and fore
itsell. Maybe it can be said thar the fight” berween
conscionsnesses naakes it oven in the fong run

According to this perspective, social  workers
canttat pussess knowled ge abow socially exposed per-
sons a8 subjecss, i advance This is an ineseapable
condition of haman existence. Maybe it is not even
necessary that social workers have shis kind of know-
ledge  Transforming social work aims ac naking
expused sttuavions and the possibilities 1o interprot
and act visible w the elienmt (Morén 1994} Since
changes, according o Morén, should not be normat-
ive it possible, it is sufficiend i the clieny discovers
these possibiliies Consequenty, the soctal worker
is necessary within che relitionship, bur & is no
necessary thae shefhe has or even obiaing knowledpe
abouwr the cliem as w subjecr In s safficions o the
client discovers Insfher exposed position anmd the new
possibilirivs o interpres the situation and act

It is possible 10 conclude that the client should
use the social worker—in o posttive sense Morén
argues that the reladionship wich the social worker is
sumething that should be ronsumed™ This means
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thar the social worker's intervenifon in distorted fife
sitemtions—the vansforming aspect of sockad work——
consists of offering a seladionship and lending him/
herself to the soctatly exposed individual This is in
sharp contrast 1o rthe notion thae human change s

possibie vo plan, control and manipubne

Summing-up

Initially 1 put forwasd some questions about swhat
makes people change, and how this can be deseribed
and conceprualized T oregard these as theorerical as
well s empiricat maners The arvicke hus so fir deale
with 1hese questions theoretically, bun i is legitim-
are o ask B Sarrre’s thinking Ias any bearing in
empirical social work rescarch

In a1 ongoing empirical ssudy (Mosén and Blom
20013, we are trying o ddemify which causal meds-
andsms (Pawson and Tilley 1997) led 1o a clunge i
former deuy abusers” lives Our seady shows, quite
clearly, shat the cliem’s relationships with the social
warkers were of decisive imporrance This is che case,
in spite of the fac thay the chients did not come in
contact with the social workers volunnrily, nor were
they initially motivared e change their sinamions
On the conrrary, in che beginning of the conmer,
there were salicnt clemems of threar such as tking
children ino custody or other coercive meassores, as
means to generating change

As mentioned carlicr, clicrs’ low level of moivi-
tion has been put forward as an argument againsg
existential ddeas in social work pracrice (Payne
19973 Our study reveals that o censral featore of the
relationship was the clients” discovery of their own
frecdom, their own possibifivies vin inrersciion with
the soctal worker  Thus, clens” maovition was not
a starting-pointy rather ic was, gradually, geonesased
within the rdadons with the sucisl workers

Conscquendy, T consider Sarrre’s thinking kelpfud
when trying 1o answer what is happening within the
socttf worker-clicnt sedavionslip He concepruabizes
active ingrediems of social work by showing tha
when people discover their own freedom there s
subseguent possibility o choose change

Based on the theoretical scrutiny of bis ideas car-
ried out in this anicle, 1 argue thay Sanre’s theory

can contribue 1o social work as 1 feld of knowledge
as well as w social work practice o can do this, no
as a stnd-ulone theory, bt as un inegral pare of
other sociad work theories There is o challenge in
developing this Tnrther

Notes

1 in tlil‘ TCXE TR THEERS §lllili‘.1|l not l!l.l;l.‘
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