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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates what can be gained by approaching social work reports
and conversations as narratives. A conventional approach to social work accounting
practices is to treat such documents as (more or less) accurate descriptions of social
workers’ clients, their problems and proposed remedies. Such a realist approach was
found to be flawed, since it assumes straightforward access from accounts to
external reality, not considering the constructedness of such documents. Drawing on
theoretical themes from the sociology of scientific knowledge, literary theory,
conversation analysis, ethnomethodology and sociolinguistics, this thesis explores the

construction and reception of social work accounts as rhetorical, narrative and
interactional processes.

The documents analysed represent some of the occasions on which social
workers describe and recommend social work intervention with children and their
families - research interviews, court reports, internal memos, case file entries and
journal reports. On these occasions, social work is performed and displayed in

descriptions of people and their attributes, justifications for social work intervention
and excuses for lack of success.

The main theme of the thesis is that social work accounts can profitably be
analysed as stories. To explain their work and their clients’ world to a variety of
audiences, social workers are heard to tell competent, professionally persuasive
stories. A variety of storytelling features are explored, looking in particular at plot,
character, the construction of the reader and the authority of the writer. Stories are
heard to vary with reading occasions and critical audiences, and it is the study of
reading relations which is a main focus of the analysis - to whom are these accounts
addressed and how are they available to be read? Rhetorical features are investigated
in order to understand how social work accounts are made available to be read as
morally and factually persuasive. A critical reading is also offered, which questions the
adequacy of the accounts, and makes available the possibility of reading unheard
~ stories. Reflexive interludes comment on the claims of the thesis writer in terms of
the efforts of the social work writer. r. ,

The implications of this study are that treating social work accounts as textual
accomplishments undermines social workers’ claims for reporting objectively about
their clients and their problems. Social work can be seen as constituted in and through
the performance and reception of stories: doing competent social work is achieved
through telling competent social work stories.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

Armoured with correctness and righteousness, social workers go out into
the world, hunting for what they see as evil. Working constantly amongst

the losers of society, it would be surprising if they did not develop a
sense of knowing better than the rest of us. As individuals they are well-
intentioned and often highly committed to the welfare of their clients. But
entrenched behind their ideology and equipped with fearsome legal
authority, they have achieved powers which they are plainly unfit to hold.

Daily Express July 14, 1993.

BACKGROUND: SOCIAL WORK, CONTROVERSY AND UNCERTAINTY

Social work is a relatively recent professional and bureaucratic activity which is

concerned with the administration of important and sometimes controversial areas of
social policy. With the development of the welfare state after the last war, the first
Children’s Officers were appointed to implement the 1944 Children Act. Since then,
social workers have taken on wide-ranging responsibilities for the administration of
child protection, juvenile justice and family support services. How they conduct
assessments, investigations and subsequent interventions has important
consequences on the lives of individuals, families and communities. Throughdut the
last twenty years, the activity of social workers has received intense press scrutiny
and governmental review. The initial concern was about child abuse. From the death
of Maria Colwell in 1974 ", the focus was on the failure of social workers to
recognise and intervene in dangerous family situations. The 1980s and early 1990s
saw further criticism and uncertainty as a series of controversial cases and their
subsequent inquiries hit the headlines. Social workers’ ‘soft’ approach to juvenile
offenders, and, most recently, policies of ‘'same race’ adoption has been under the
media microscope, as in the Daily Express quote above ', Such outrage, its
associated moral indignation and stereotypical formulations attack the centre of social
work - its practices, knowledge Iand attitudes, and not, for example, its organisation,

resources or responsibilities. There are not just a few incompetent individuals, but

how all social workers think and act is challenged.
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Social workers are surrounded by concern and controversy. Children are taken
from their parents; they are also left at home where they are hurt and worse. Families

are offered a range of supportive services; they are also left to their own devices.
Young people are encouraged away from crime; they may also be recommended for
custody. Couples are supported in having a new family or they are ‘counselled out’.
For those involved, the outcome is potentially life threatening or life enhancing.
Perhaps their position can be seen as similar to doctors, promoting peoples’
emotional and social life rather than their physical health. However their mandate and

claims to knowledge appear much less certain or ratified than doctors. Barbara
Wootton (1959:290) sums up the problem:

Other professions specify the nature of their cases: in medicine, general
practitioners deal with cases of illness, specialists with cases of particular

diseases: judges and magistrates deal with fraud, burglary ... but the
(social) worker deals with - cases of what/?

Pithouse (1987) calls it an ’'invisible trade’ in order to indicate how social workers
spend much of their time in various closed and unobserved encounters - interview
rooms, clients’ homes, small meetings with colleagues. Unlike other professionals,®

they do not pérform in easily identifiable arenas - the courtroom, the surgery or the
classroom ¥,

Both the issues social workers face and the responsibilities with which they are
charged, cover areas where spokespersons of different persuasions have strong
opinions and feel confident in expressing them. Perhaps only the nuclear industry or
more recently the teaching of reading, are similar situations where public and media
voices are raised over what constitutes appropriate practice and policy. Unlike nuclear
power or teaching reading however, there are rarely voices heard to support the social
workers’ stance. Qutrage is always available from both sides of a divide: the right and
left, the victim and the villain, the poor who depend on social work support and the
rest who pay for it, those concerned about lowering moral standards and those
worried about social work interference. Social work, it seems, is always likely to get
it wrong.

Two pictures of social work ‘inadequacies’ have been identified in studies of the
media (Franklin and Parton 1991) and in the official reports on particular tragedies

(Parton 1991). First, social workers are ‘inept and passive’, as in the cases where
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children were killed by their carer, despite their family being supervised by social
workers. (Beckford 1985, Henry 1987, Carlile 1987 Reports). Second, they are
‘intrusive and authoritarian’, as in cases where children are removed from home
without adequate reason (Cleveland 1988, Rochdale 1990 and Orkney 1992 Reports).
As Dingwall et al (1983:2) comment social workers are pilloried for "bureaucratic

delay or for overzealous intrusion", each view predicated on models of the relationship

between children, families and the state.

This thesis investigates how social workers carry out their work by examining
reports and conversation about child care cases. It does not attempt to counter media
over-simplification nor does it promote features of ‘good practice’ ©*'. Rather, it asks
more fundamental questions about how social work is constituted, how is it
performed and made recognisable. This chapter outlines the problem to be confronted
and contrasts alternative methods to approaching social work. It also offers some of

the background and hi(story) to this thesis. But first how do social workers spend
their time?

1T WHAT DO SOCIAL WORKERS DO?

Most social workers are employed by local authority Social Service Departments

(SSDs) and organised into local area teams. They are managed by a team leader, with

a hierarchy of managers ultimately responsible to elected councillors. This thesis

investigates the work of social workers concerned with children and families. Other
social workers in SSDs work with elderly and disabled people and those with a mental
iliness or learning difficulty ®. Child care social workers spend their time visiting
children and families at home, in- foster homes, in their office or in other
establishments - residential homes, family centres, school etc. They hold meetings

with families, their managers and other agencies. They make phone calls, write letters

and reports. They attend courts and panels. Each social worker is likely to have a
‘caseload’, a number of families and children for whom they are the designated
worker ", The way in which a family’s problems are identified and becomes a ‘case’
with a social worker allocated is complex (Rees 1978). Having become a case, the

allocated social worker is likely to perform a number of tasks in relation to identified
problems.
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Social workers in Social Services Departments are charged through legislation
with supervising children in danger or whose health and development is impaired.

Trained in various counselling methods, they offer support and guidance to help
parents look after their children. As a last resort, children are removed from their
families, either with parents’ consent or through a court order. Children may stay ‘in
care or accommodation’ ® for short periods, ranging from a few days whilst parents
sort themselves out, to a permanent move to an alternative family. Work with

children ‘in care’ makes up a large proportion of child care social workers’ long term

cases and will be the main type of case considered in this research.

2 THE PROBLEM: WHAT IS THE NATURE OF SOCIAL WORK ACCOUNTING?
Given the relative ‘invisibility’ of social work practice, most research analyses social
workers’ documents and talk. There has been only limited attempts to measure social
work success with little ‘hard data’ for the researcher.’® Most research on social work
relies on interviewing social workers and analysing their documents. Like. ather
occupations, social workers write reports, complete forms, make entries in files, talk
in a variety of settings with colleagues, managers, other professionals, courts and
researchers. Such documents and talk are collectively referred to as ‘accounting’ or
‘accounts’ in this thesis. Social work accounting is approached here as more than a
jumble of arbitrary utterances and pauses, words and spaces, but as communicative
processes through which social workers describe, explain and justify social work
problems and solutions, In this way, such accounts constitute and configure social
work, they offer the opportunity to display the move from the ‘is’ to the ‘ought’, from
analysis and assessment to recommendation and action. In other words, the
researcher approaches such documents in order to investigate how social work
activity is rendered ‘account-able’ (Garfinkel 1967:1).11%

This thesis investigates the social and literary practices of social workers made

available in such accounting. The central question to be addressed is, what is the

social and literary nature of the accounting practices by which social workers describe
their clients’ behaviour, problems and character, and explain their own activity. Such

accounts are located in the reports that social workers produce for courts or case
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conferences and in informal and formal talk about their work (see Appendix 1.1 for
'data’). There are various ways of approaching social work accounting. The Daily

Express quotes John Major as seeing social workers’ beliefs and action as predicated
on "trendy social theories of political correctness” (14 July 1993 page 17). Social

work researchers investigate the mistakes or barriers to carrying out accepted
procedures of good practice. This thesis will not investigate social work as a media
construction of moral panics (Cohen 1980, Franklin and Parton 1991) nor will it
attempt to justify social work practice. Rather it will ask the more basic question,
what constitutes such accounting practices? How can such documents and talk be
approached and conceptualised in the first place?

A classic scientific investigation of a problem might proceed as follows. First,
identify an entity to be studied (for example, the nature of the surface of Mars).
Second, review previous attempts to study the entity (studies using various
telescopes). Third, criticise previous attempts for various technical and
epistemological reasons (previous telescopes were not accurate enough or the images
wrongly interpreted). Fourth, offer an alternative research method (a better telescope).
Fifth, display new ’clearer’ findings based on these more sophisticated research
methods (better pictures of Mars). Sixth, assess the significance of these new
findings and hence their contribution to knowledge (now we know more about the

surface of Mars).

Can such a model be applied to an investigation of social work? Do sociological

research methods enable us to gain a clearer image of what social workers do and
think? Will we know better than the Daily Express about the ‘twisted ideologies of
social workers’ or than the social work researchers about the barriers to social work
success ? (that is, more knowledge about the ‘true’ nature of the surface of Mars).
On the other hand, does investigating social workers’ accounting only allow us to
draw conclusions about the accounting practices of social workers? Are social work
accounts like the telescopes? Are we able to make the move from accounts of entities
to entities themselves? (the true nature of the surface of Mars or the nature of the
interaction between the scientist, his/her telescope and the images). Such questions

require an investigation of what claims can be made on the basis of studying social

work documents and talk. What do social work accounting practices represent?
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3 APPROACHES TO THE REPRESENTATION OF SOCIAL WORK ACCOUNTING
Social work produces in its everyday activity conversations and documents, social

work accounting. For social workers, their clients, other professionals and observers,
manipulating these accounts represents doing social work. A social worker talking to
a colleague, a mother asking for help with her children, a judge reading a social work
report, a social work manager agreeing to provide a place in a children’s home, a
journalist reporting a scandal, a researcher evaluating social work competence - all
accounts of these encounters constitute social work, none necessarily representing

the essence of social work more than any other (cf. Latour 1987:158 on science).
Given the importance of these conversations and documents, how the
researcher approaches, handles and analyses them poses critical ontological decisions.
A wide variety of theoretical approaches to the status of social work accounts are
available. Can investigating social work accounts answer questions about social
structures, inner psyche, interpersonal relations, professional power? Whilst it is not

proposed to take the reader on a journey-of all the tried and rejected theories of social
work representation considered by this project, this introduction briefly discusses one

considered but rejected approach, ‘social work as decision making’, as a contrast to
the ‘social work as narrative’ approach investigated in the rest of the thesis. The
critical choice between these alternatives involves either going ‘inside’ the production

and reception of social workers’ accounts or using them as a ‘building block’ for wider
claims.

3.1 Social work accounts as ‘building blocks’ in decision making

Most readers of social work documents are likely to approach them as more or less
accurate representations of entities and events, Social workers make claims about the
client, her/his history, behaviour and what should be done. Critics might look for
mistakes in order to undermine claims, supporters might point to the implications of
observations and assessments. Neither the critical nor supportive reader questions

whether social work accounts are concerned with facts; disputes are over their

accuracy.
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3.1.1 Social Work Researchers: social work accounting as facts

When this research was started in the mid 1980s, several studies of social work with
children and their families were published "". They were summarised in a publication
by the Department of Health and Social Security (DHSS) ‘Social Work Decisions in
Child Care’ (DHSS:198b), known as the Pink Book. These studies present a particular
approach to the status of social work with children and families, which this project
first adopted, but now challenges. A key feature of these studies is that social work
accounts are considered to constitute straightforward representations of social work
activity. Reports, files and research interviews are seen as displays of facts about
families and children, outside of the report or occasion of talk. To use Tibbetts’
(1988:117) terms, social work documents and descriptions are treated as
‘representational devices’, which more or less accurately stand for a 'represehtational
object’, social worker assessment and intervention. The social work researchers
consider that their interviews, or their analyses of files and reports give them access-
to what happened between social workers and their clients. The realist nature of this

approach is not a worry for these researchers since representation is (more or less)

unproblematic. A metaphor used to sum up the studies shows the transparent nature

of research (rather like a telescope looking at Mars):

Headmg these reborts is like looking out of different windows and seeing
the same picture (DHSS 1985:7)

Packman et al (1984:26) displays the ’‘more or less accurate’ aspect of
representational devices:

Case records are notoriously uneven and sometimes unreliable, and they
are not of course primarily composed with research in mind... To ask
participants to explain themselves long after the event is also to risk
unreliability and patchiness of recall and the possibility of rationalisations

made glib by hindsight.
Research interviews and documentary analysis provide access to social work activity,
to enable the researcher to evaluate what is really going on. For Vernon and Fruin
(1986:10) their research schedules provided them with "factual information". Terms
like "research instruments” (Vernon and Fruin 1986:10), concerns about "reliability

and bias" (Fisher et al 1986:23) link these studies to methods of research which
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Silverman (1985:158) calls ‘positivism’. Silverman identifies how ‘positivism’ views

research interviews:

... interview data give access to ‘facts’ about the world. Although these
facts include both biographical information and statements about beliefs,
all are to be treated as accounts whose sense derives from their
correspondence to a factual reality. Where that reality is imperfectly

represented by an account, checks and remedies are to be encouraged in
order to get a truer or more complete picture of how things stand.

These social work researchers are realist in their approach to social work accounting;

such descriptions are treated as representational devices which enable access to the

activity of social work. They are dealing {more or less) with the facts of social work.

3.1.2 Social Work as Rational Decision Making

These studies also deploy a rational decision making (RDM) model for analysing social

work accounting. This approach is used by a number of social work researchers to

‘both recommend and evaluate social work activity "%, The assumption is that if social
work is a particular set of practices, then more successful ones can be identified and
promoted, commonly referred to as ‘good practice’. In this view, social work is not
a complex set of everyday encounters, but a set of ‘plans’ and ‘decisions’ about what
should be offered as appropriate interventions with families. Sometimes this
‘rationality’ is offered as a ‘science’. For example, Adcock (1980:20) considers that:

A more careful and scientific appraisal of all the factors in each situation

will surely result in greater security and happiness for many more children
and their parents.

In some formulations, the ‘science of social work’ takes on authoritative prediction
(13)

Social work activity as making decisions and implementing plans can be heard
to abstract what social workers do from everyday encounters and evaluates it in
terms of goal oriented behaviour. For social work as RDM, social workers do not
merely talk to families and children, provide resources and sometimes take children
from their family. Rather, social workers (should) carry out their everyday activity

within a framework of rational decisions and plans. Parker (197 1:13) offers such a

view of social work planning:

Having a reasonably clear practical view of the future we wish for them
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(children in care) and taking a sequence of steps which is instrumentally
relevant to that end.

Sinclair (1984:30-1) quotes Simon’s (1965) definition of RDM:

It is becoming alert to a problem, exploring it and analysing the different
components of the problem and finally deciding on a course of action.

The implications of such a view of social work is that the many conceptions,
encounters and documents surrounding a family constructed as a social work case
can (and should) be identified, signified and condensed into clear directives to action,
plans and decisions." These plans and decisions appear to operate somewhere

outside the daily encounters of the job, informing such activity but not necessarily
identifiable - when and where is a decision made? when and where is a plan carried
out? Packman et al (1986:49) express some concern about whether a social worker’s

action was a decision or a non-decision, although identifying a plan was less of a

problem:

Deciding when a decision had been made was not, of course, as simple
as the crispness of the word implies. Where admission was the plan it
was relatively straightforward. Where it was not, there was much greater
uncertainty. Had a positive decision been taken to keep the child out (of
care), or was it really a non-decision - a not deciding to admit rather than

deciding not to admit?

Decisions could be identified eventually though there might be ‘a protracted period
between first consideration (for admission to care) and the recorded decision’.
‘Decisions’ therefore exist once other options are closed off and the decision is
recorded. Vernon and Fruin (1986:72) considered in 75 per cent of their sample
‘plans were less directly expressed’.""® Decisions and plans can be reasonably easily
identified and hence evaluated by researchers using a measuring rod, external to the
research encounter.

In summary, these social work researchers assume that they can gain access
to the ‘facts’ of social work by (merely) interviewing participants and reading
documents. Moreover they conceive of social work as located in ‘decisions’ and
‘plans’, entities above everyday’encounters but guiding and informing such activity.
Such ‘decisions’ and ‘plans’ can be identified and evaluated as rational or not rational.

They could later be assessed as successful or not, though this is not the main
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preoccupation, since contingencies are seen to interrupt the move from intention to

outcome. Having an intention, (a plan), which was followed with an action, (a

decision), is however expected.

3.2 The slide to scepticism: problems with RDM and ‘facts’

This research was initially interested in the work of the social work researchers but
was soon critical. There are three objections. First, RDM writers do not appear to have

such operational ambitions for ‘rationality’. Rationality is an ideal type, as Cicourel

(1976:47) says it is "approachable but not achievable".'®
Second, the concept of a ‘decision’, a ‘plan’ or rational action as a separate and

identifiable entity outside everyday activity has been questioned. Cicourel (1976:53)

notes the shifting nature of facts and decisions as cases pass through the legal

system:

At each stage the various participants select from available ‘facts’ or
created interpretations about motives, intent and the like, those

propositions which are to be accorded a factual status in their particular
explanation.

Garfinkel (1967:114) notes how jurors operate in the opposite direction to RDM:

Only in retrospect did they decide what they did that made their decisions
correct ones. When the outcome was in hand they went back to find the
‘why’, the things that led to the outcome, and then in order to give the
decisions some order, which namely, is the ‘officialness’ of the decision...
the decision maker’s task is justifying a course of action.
Decisions as emerging from everyday activity and oriented to justification and
accounting is precisely that criticised by Vernon and Fruin (1986:94). As Packman et
al (1986) indicated above, a decision becomes such when it is officially recorded as
such, rather than being the outcome of RDM deliberation.
Third, when | began to talk to social workers and read files, it became difficult
to identify decisions or delineate plans '”". More fundamentally, the nature of the

conversations and documents which | was hearing and reading was questioned. The
interviews were an important’ part of the initial data collected and it was the
uncertainty of their status which challenged factual assumptions. Major changes to
a social worker’s formulation of a case were evident in subsequent interviews where

a new social worker had taken over, highlighting the fragile nature of the formulation.
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It became impossible to identify the definitive version of the case ‘®. This is more
than inaccuracy in the interview. | came to see the interview, not as a factual account
of children, families and social work activity, but as a specific encounter in which a
social worker and research interviewer jointly create speaking about and hearing social
work 9, Where was the social work case which was independent of the interview
encounter? Questioning the nature of the interview material, meant changing
fundamentally the approach to interview ‘data’ and ‘social work’. Neither could be

taken at face value, both are unstable and variable. This resuited in a major

reformulation of the investigation such that social work accounts could no longer be

approached as building blocks to wider claims (they could not tell us about the true

nature of the surface of Mars).
In summary, social work accounts are too variable to enable claims to be made
about the facts of social work. Decisions are not ‘made’, they are reconstructed.

Accounting practices do not report actual events, they construct and constitute them.
Also, In such reporting, actors monitor and readjust to their own performance.

Further, when confronted with the social work account, the analyst embarks on a set
of reconstructions, reconstitutions and reflections. Every occasion of reading a social
work account involves yet another set of accounting practices, without any stable

centre. What kind of theory can help to approach such complexities?

3.3 Social Work as Narrative: How is reading social work accounting possible

The failure of the factual/rational approach to social work accounting has required a
reformulation of my assumptions about entities and their attributes. What on earth is
the reader and hearer of social work accounting faced with? ‘Interview talk’,
‘decisions’, ‘plans’, ‘social work’ were entities with which | had been familiar, but
could no longer locate, put boundaries around and interrogate. At every stage they
disappear into local talk and interactional uniqueness. To attempt to impose external
codes and categories upon free floating performances only results in gross
oversimplification, violating conversational subtleties. The complexities of these
encounters are too variable to conflate into traditional factual/rational boxes.
Fortunately, newer approaches which treat entities as ‘textual’ productions,

celebrate, rather than conflate, the local and interactional. This enables a switch from
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asking in what way social work is to be approached as rational and factual, to asking
how it is possible to approach social work in the first place. This project was forced

to embrace a sceptical stance, permanently uncertain as to what, where and how is

social work. Social work accounts were no longer easily identifiable entities but

became ‘texts’ with multiple reading relations.

What can be gained by a sceptical approach, which treats social work accounts
as ‘texts’? Garfinkel’s study of medical records (1967:186-207) was faced with a
similar dilemma. His researchers found such records inaccurate in many aspects of
recording ‘facts’ about patients. He concluded that if read as an ‘actuarial record’ they
were poor. However if they are read as ‘a poteﬁt‘ial therapeutic contract’ they begin
to ‘make sense’. Accounts do not aim to report facts, rather they make displays of
justifiable medical work available for later inquiries. The focus of analysis shifts frbm
the production to the reception of accounts. Perhaps in the textuality and reading
relations of social work accounting, social work might be approached. This project has
had to make two important changes. First, the interviews are approached differently,
and second, the status of all social work accounting is investigated for its ‘textual’
status. What sort of reading relations are configured?'“® (We are no longer accepting

the clear image of social work through the research telescope, but asking questions

about the status of the images, their interpretation and the production of social

relations between them).

3.3.1 Alternative Approaches to Interviews
Given the importance of the interview material in this project, it is necessary to
question the status of research interviews. There are a number of studies which have

similarly failed to find within interviews a definitive version of events which an analyst

can claim represent a reality, external to the interview."?!’ As Potter and Mulkay
(1985:249) note:

. respondents’ accounts of social actions are so variable and so
dependent on detailed changes in interpretative context occurring in the

interview that the task of-extracting a single, coherent analyst’s version
from the data cannot be satisfactorily accomplished.

In various ways these writers consider that interviews provide important methods for

investigating a topic, however interview material is approached differently. Interviews
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are now ‘cultural displays’ (Silverman 1985:173) or ‘accounting repertoires’ {Gilbert
and Mulkay 1984:55). They tell us about how adequate descriptions of, for example,
social work are constructed and attended to by interviewer and respondent, and
investigation of local and interactional interpretative practices is encouraged. Whilst

some analysts concentrate on the ‘internal’ formal sequences of the interview talk,

for example turn taking or consistency rules (Watson and Weinberg 1982:61), others

attempt to generalise to other situations.'??

The constructions and formulations of social work presented in these interviews

may not describe the ‘actual’ events or characters of the case. However, they display
accounting practices which may be heard more generally in social work encounters.
Indeed it is suggested that it is these sorts of formulations which constitute social
work; if it does not sound like a social work description, then it is not social work.

Approaching interviews as ‘textual’ may yet give us some access to social work.

3.3.2 Approaching the social work as "text’

The everyday use of the term ‘text’ refers to a book or written document, as
distinguishgd from talk. This thesis will investigate what can be gained by
approaching all social work documents and conversations as ‘texts’, since we are
Interested in how they are performed, read and interpreted.

To approach social work as a ‘text’ is to adopt a more sceptical stance to the
possibility of reading social work accounting. It means linking into theories which
investigate the constitutive processes and social relations of social work
conversations and reports. A text, unlike a fact, is not a self contained, bounded
object, easily separable from production and reception. Rather, it is caught in a web
of interpretations and social relations in order for it to be read and reacted to. Reading
social work accounts as ‘text’ does not offer solutions about the adequacy of social
work claims, but investigates methods and interactions of social work in production
and performance. As with Barthes’ (1977:155) move from the work to the text in the
literary field, so the social worlf account is no longer seen as a closed entity with

definitive meaning, but an entity with multiple versions and interpretations. Silverman

(1985:148) notes how Anglo Saxon sociologists have avoided investigating social
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phenomena as 'texts’:

. words seem too ephemeral and insubstantial to be the stuff of
scientific analysis. Better, then, leave textual analysis to literary critics

and to concentrate on clearly social phenomena - actions and the
structures in which they are implicated.

Thus traditional sociologists have used social entities - suicide, child abuse,
delinquency - as a definitive phenomena which are then used as a building block to

identify structures and actions. To approach social entities as texts means to ask

questions about how they can be treated as ‘social’ and as ‘entities’ in the first place.
Hanks (1989:95) defines a “text’ as:

any configuration of signs that is coherently interpretable by some

community of users.
Such a definition suggests that a text is not a senseless or arbitrary comment or
jotting but is produced and received as a part of a communicative process and within
an everyday community of hearers and readers. Interpretation of texts by a
community of users locates analysis in the everyday encounters of reading and writing
texts and importantly not just any reading will do. Unlike literary texts where reading
can occur far from the intended or expected audience, social work as ‘text’ means
asking questions about specific occasions of reading and the community of readers;

many readings are available but most illegitimate ‘%3,

Texts, discourse, stories and narrative are terms which are interlinked and used
interchangeably in contemporary human sciences. Discourse has many uses and will

be avoided where possible. The concept of ‘a discourse’ with structural connotations
is discussed tn chapter 2. Discourse as the on-going talk or communication between

writer/speaker, reader/hearer and the relations surrounding that encounter is similar

to the notion of text already defined above. Bauman and Briggs (1990:73) link texts
and discourse:

(Entextualization) is the process of rendering discourse extractable, of
making a stretch of linguistic production into a unit - a text - that can be
lifted out of its interactional setting. A text, then, from this vantage point,
is a discourse rendered decontextualizable. Entextualization may well

incorporate aspects of context, such that the resultant text carries
elements of its history of use within it.

Given this definition, discourse is always unavailable within the moment of its creation
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and must be abstracted into a text by the analyst and reader. Social work accounting
is thus approached as ‘text’ already wrestled from occasions of production but
available to be read, analysed and consumed. Narrative and stories are also used

interchangeably and are discussed in section 3.3.4 in this chapter and in chapter 2.

Narrative and narrativity are examined as possible ways of reading and consuming an

account.

3.3.3 Relativism: can someone help me read this account?

If an account has multiple readings, how are some readings to be approached as more
appropriate than others? Can solipsism be avoided or is tﬁere an endless circle of
meaning variance - ‘the wearying platitude that ‘you can’t separate the meaning of
a word from the entire context in which it occurs’ (Mates quoted in Giddens
1976:44). Relativism considers that any social phenomena is to be investigated in
terms of methods of construction and reading relations internal to that phenomena.

Thus social work as ‘text’ can only be approached in terms of its performance,
reading and audience.

But how is social work accounting to be read as 'text’? What set of relations
are being deployed which enable the reader to make interpretations and locate
meaning? Whilst relativist accounts may agree on the local and interactional nature
of inquiry, there are differences as to how far a document or conversation already
contains the elements of its own reading. This might be available in the grammar, the
form, the structure, the devices, the weak or strong formulations, the instructions to

the reader, or the community of readers. The main split is between form and
performance.

A number of approaches concentrate on the form and structure of the account.

For Whorf (1940:212) this means an absolutist approach which sees thought as
determined by grammar:

... the background linguistic system (in other words grammar) of each
language is not merely a reproducing instrument for voicing ideas but

rather is itself the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for the
individual’s mental activity.

Other approaches are less absolute but still concentrate on the internal form of the

account. Devices, structures and sequencing features are already ‘inside’ the text,
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independent of their use. In contrast, an alternative is to consider the performance
and use of an account, how the reader interacts with the document as ‘text’ and

what formulation is possible on the occasion of the reading. This involves asking
questions about the relationship between the writer and reader, how the reader is
constructed, instructed and what opportunities are there for subversion. The tension

between structure and performance is a key feature throughout this investigation.

3.3.4 Accounts and Stories

As mentioned earlier (footnote 10) there are two interrelated approaches to

accounting. One sees ‘account’ in a restricted sense, the other as fundamental to
social life. As Giddens (1976:20) notes:

The organisation of ‘accountability’ as has been made fully clear in

existentialist phenomenology after Heidegger, is the fundamental
condition of social life: the production of ‘sense’ in communicative acts

is, like the production of society which it underpins, a skilled
accomplishment.

Garfinkel (1967:1) insists that producing and managing everyday affairs is identical

with accountable reporting. Heritage (1988:128) sees conversation analysis as
concentrating on:

the level of overt explanation in which social actors give accounts of what

they are doing in terms of reasons, motives and causes.

Later, however, he discusses ‘repair’, ‘face’ and ‘handling non-compliance’, all
pointing towards a concern with rule-following and compliance. A more restricted
model of accounts investigates the handling of ‘fractured interaction’, for example,
‘excuses’ and ‘justifications’ (Scott and Lyman 1968, Semin and Manstead 1983).
Accounting can thus be located at various levels, but often is approached in the more
restricted sense of ‘defensive talk’.

Storytelling and narrative offer a wider, more creative approach to accounting
and accountability. Rather than considering only explicit rule following and discursive
self preservation, stories can be heard to answer the thorny questions of the ever
present critic but with a wide array of rhetorical and narrative skills - engaging the
hearer, creating suspense, resolving complications and presenting formulations which

link together people and events. The more aesthetic the construction, the more
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complex the accountability. There are many approaches to stories and narrative, with
some writers seeing storytelling as a fundamental feature of human communication.
Crago (1981 quoted in McLean 1988:2) considers storytelling one of the earliest
creative skills, noting two-year-olds "constructing and relating narratives which
already contain the three basics of critical situation, complication and resolution”.

Bruner (1991:4) consider that:

we organise our experience and our memory of human happenings mainly

in the form of narrative - stories, excuses, myths, reasons for doing or not
doing, and so on.

For Barthes (1982:251):

Narrative is present in myth, legend , fable, tale, novella, epic, history,
tragedy, drama, comedy, mime, painting, stained glass windows, cinema,
comics, news items, conversation. Moreover, under this almost infinite
diversity of forms, narrative, is present in every age, in every place, in

every society, it begins with the very history of mankind and there

nowhere is nor has been a people without narrative... it is simply there
like life itself.

Latour (1987:53) finds stories, even epics in scientific texts about biochemical

structures:

Scientific texts look boring and drab from the most superficial point of
view. If the reader recomposes the challenge they take up, they are as

thrilling as story telling. ‘What is going to happen to the hero? Is it going
to resist this new ordeal? No, it is too much ... Imagine the cheering

crowds and the boos. No character on stage is watched with such
passion and asked to train and rehearse as is, for instance, this GRF stuff.

Landau (1984:262) considers any sequence of events can be structured as a narrative

with a beginning, middle and end:

Seldom do (scientists) recognise that many scientific theories are
essentially narratives. The growth of a plant, the progress of a disease,
the formation of a beach, the evolution of an organism - any set of events
that can be arranged in a sequence and related can also be narrated...
Students of literature are so conscious of narrative that some have argued
it Is storytelling which makes us human.

Jameson (1981:13) talks of:

... the all informing process of narrative, which | take to be the central
function or instance of the human mind.

Anderson (1977:253) depicts the court reports of probation officers as stories with
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heroes and morals:

Social inquiry reports are some sort of moral tale; which is hero centred,
in which the hero is characterised: in which, like all good tales character

should be consistent with narrative and the moral with both
characterisation and narrative.

Such grand claims! Other sources could be located which stress the importance of

storytelling, although what constitutes a story or narrative and how it is performed

and identified varies. Theories of narrative are discussed in chapter 2.

What can be gained by approaching social work texts as narrative? The

theoretical questions thus far outlined suggest that social work accounting
approached as texts with readers sets up the possibility of exploring narrative and
narrativity. Apart from the theoretical interest of narrative, the nature of these ‘data’

seems appropriate for such an analysis, they seem like stories. All interviews and
reports appear to make available story-like qualities in that depictions of clients,
explanations of events, justifications of action are predicated on the basis of detailed

and chronological descriptions of people and events. Things were the way they were
because of characters’ histories and background. This is not to pre-judge the SUCCESS

of this enterprise but to further justify such an inquiry “%.

CONCLUSION

As with other observers of social work, this investigation has identified social
workers’ accounting practices - their documents and conversations - as one of the
few representations of this ‘invisible trade’ (Pithouse 1987). Two major questions
follow from this proposition. First, what is the nature of social work accounting, and
second, how far does its investigation enable us to make claims about social work?
As we have seen, traditional approaches do not recognise these problems. Social

work researchers see interviews and documents as offering access to ‘facts’ and

‘decisions’ and hence the underlying activity of social work.

First, we have seen how the nature of social work accounts is too variable and
concerned with local and interactional interests to enable us to make claims about
what Is going on outside the production and reception of the account. It has been
suggested that social work accounting is approached as texts, caught up in a complex

network of relations of interpretation and reading. What advantages are to be gained
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from deploying relativist, sceptical theories to social work? What questions can be
asked about how social work is constructed, consumed, received and subverted?
Social work as narrative iIs suggested as a way of approaching some of these
questions. How far is social work available in storytelling performances to audiences?

Second, does such an approach enable us access to social work or does it set
us into a circle of perpetual meaning variance? Are there stable features and readings,
how do social workers’ accounts attempt to control the reader? It is not the aim of

this project to indulge in endless scepticism. Social work as narrative is investigated

in order to locate how social workers construct and represent their everyday activity
and how we might read it. A relativist approach, however, warns us against grand
claims and metanarratives.

Is not this chapter also available as a story? There is a beginning - a critical
situation, the problem of how to approach social work, a middle - a complication of
a failed approach, and an end in sight - a possible resolution in the theory of narrative.
The methodological journey is available as chronological, ‘first | read... then | met...
now let’s go towards...’ Has the hero researcher shaken off false prophets and now
prepared for the trials ahead? That it is a possible story with a pétential resolution,
invites the reader to embark on the journey. Narrative, stories and accountability pose

Important questions for the study of social work.

Outline of Thesis

The overall aim of this thesis is to investigate the advantages to be gained by treating
social work accounting as texts and available as narrative. Throughout the thesis a
wide variety of social work accounts are analysed - interviews, court reports, journal
reports, radio programmes, case notes and internal reports. The collection and
accumulation of this ‘data’ is outlined in appendix 1.1.

Chapter 2 will review approaches to narrative in both human sciences and in
literary theory in order to consider the questions they pose in approaching social work
accounting. The wide range of theories of narrative are not compatible nor easily
integrated. The major theoretical divisions between structure and performance, form

and content, construction and constraint are discussed, drawing aspects from each,

not attempting to resolve the contradictions, but profiting from their tension.
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This then provides a basis for Chapters 3 to 8, which offer analyses of the
social work documents around themes associated with the reader and reading
relations. Each theme investigates an aspect of narrative performance, looking at what

can be gained by approaching social work accounting in this way. The main question
to be asked in each chapter is how is a critical and competent reader of social work

accounting constructed, instructed and convinced (or not convinced). Latour

(1987:52) notes the role of the reader in relation to scientific texts:

The image of the ideal reader built into the text is easy to retrieve.
Depending on the author’s use of language, you immediately imagine to

whom he or she is talking (at least you realise that in most cases he or
she is not talking to youl)
By locating the reader and exploring reading relations, can we gain a better

understanding of social work accounting by investigating how the reader is attended

to, persuaded or has the opportunity for criticism and subversion?

In chapter 3 the main question is how far social work texts can be heard as
stories, who is the reader and how is s/he constructed? Applyiné some of the

theoretical themes from chapter 2, we now investigate the advantages to approaching
social work accounting as stories. What reader is being addressed and what
instructions guide his/her reading? Is there a preferred or ‘ratified’ reader? The
importance of this chapter is to examine the narrativity of social work accounts: what
makes them read-able and accountable?

Chapter 4, 5 and 6 are linked in that the emphasis is on the ‘passive’ reader and
strategies of persuasion, whilst chapters 7 and 8 investigate the ‘active’ reader and
opportunities for subversion. Chapter 4 asks how far the reader is persuaded by the
way in which social work accounting deploys moral characterisations and
constructions? How far is the reader instructed to come to preferred conclusions
through appeals to right or wrong, good or bad, innocent or culpable?

Whereas chapter 4 sees the reader as a moral subject, making judgements on
the basis of ethics, the theme of Chapter 5 is fact construction and entitlements to
tell stories; the reader as an empiricist. The question to be explored is how a rational
reader Is attended to? How far is s/he to be convinced on the basis of facts and
authority? Chapter 6 continues the theme of chapters 4 and 5, the construction and

reception of persuasive stories, but considers changes of depiction and
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characterisation by following one story through several reading occasions. The

question here is how far appeals to the reader and the strength of the story alter over

time and with the occasion of the reading.

Chapters 7 and 8 offer a more active reading of social work accounting, where
the opportunities for subversion and criticism are explored. In chapter 7, the voice of
the client is finally given a platform; not through direct access, but through the
concept of ‘the other’, the alternative and potentially undermining version available
in the reading relations of the story. Chapter 8 questions the categorisation of social
work accounting and the way in which flexible and changing depictions of characters
and events enable the undermining of formulations. It considers not merely the nature
of the appeal to the ratified reader (as in chapter 3), but how retellings of the story
on occasions increasingly distant from the events, produced different versions of

characters and different appeals to the reader.

In summary chapters 3 to 8 are organised around the theme of how far social
work texts can be investigated as the site for the enrolment and construction of the
reader, but also how the reader is able to criticise and undermine. Can such questions
offer opportunities for reviewing the status of social work accounting? Rather than
seeing them as docile entities producing empi‘rical representations, what advantages
can be gained by seeing social work accounts as texts and read as stories, replete
with strategic, rhetorical, literal and interactional features?

Chapter 9 considers the implications of this project for both social work and
sociology. How far is the study of narrative an important direction for further
investigating other fields of accounting practices? What, in particular, can it offer the
growing study of discourse and the professional? For social workers, does this
sceptical/textual approach enable a more searching review of everyday activity? Does

social work as narrative liberate or emasculate professional scrutiny of social work
practice?

»

Thesis Writer: I’'m glad you could all come to this team meeting at the

beginning of our display. I am sure we are all eager to show the reader
the work we have done.

Interviewer: Well I don’t know where all my work has gone. From that
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debate in 3.3.1. you seem to be saying that all my interviews were nothing
more than cosy chats. Social Worker and I were merely taking turns and

contradicting ourselves. If you listen to the tapes, you would know what
we are talking about, we might not always express ourselves clearly, but

you would get the general thrust of the social work that was done. When
I worked for Social Work Researcher, she was much more appreciative of my

interviews and produced some very interesting findings from them.
Social Worker: Yes, I also object to that. I did my best to explain to
Interviewer what was happening with my cases - you seem to be saying that

it is all show, ‘a performance’, that there is no substance to my
descriptions. Some of these things are very hard to put into words, but

if you think they are ’‘so variable’ as Potter and Mulkay (1985) say, then
either you are just not listening as would any other reasonable person,

or you are being very picky. I also read the Pink Book (DHSS:1985) and
found it very helpful.

Thesis Writer: I am sorry you feel that way and I did think that the
interviews were full of very interesting stuff, that’s why I take them

seriously and don’t want to do them an injustice. I really had no choice
but to change direction...

Social Work Researcher: I think the implications of the direction you are

going in are very serious, very worrying. You have made some pretty strong
assertions, I know that you have tried to turn some of them into

questions, but that doesn’t hide the attempt to undermine, to ridicule.
We have worked hard at trying to get our research taken seriously - you
have thrown out the possibility of making general claims, you won’t be

able to use cluster analysis or logit and probit. How on earth will you
influence policy and practice? No such thing as ’decisions’ or ’'facts’,

whatever next? I tell you the Department of Health won’t be interested in
this, how on earth, can we tell them what is going on out there?

Thesis Writer: That is exactly my point. This chapter is suggesting a very
different way of viewing social work. I can see it is going to be harder
than I thought convincing you...

Interviewer: Well you seem to think that I was being convinced by Social
Worker, why not take a leaf out of her book?

Thesis Writer: Maybe that’s not a bad idea. Look I did not realise you
would be all so upset by this approach, perhaps I have taken too much on.
But you have to admit that it was pretty silly all those attempts to break
up the interviews into ‘planning episodes’ or ‘underlying categories’. How
many card indexes or tables should you attempt before you realise that
each research situation has to be approached for its unique properties,
not forcing it into boxes in order to play around with computers. Once
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accepting that, generalities might emerge in terms of the local reading
conventions. Look, let’s see what theories of narrative have to offer in
the next chapter.

Social Worker: This talk about it all being ’narrative’ you mean it’s just
a story, a fabrication. I know you are not saying I tell lies, but that

what I say is just a load of jargon and professional claptrap, as a judge
said to me once.

Thesis Writer: No no I am not trying to rubbish your reports, on the

contrary, I marvel at the ‘artful practices’ you display in making links
between people and their circumstances.

Social Worker: Thanks, I think I can take that as a compliment. But I have
a more serious complaint. I don’t think you are taking this subject
seriously enough; all these jokes and alternative literary forms. Don’t
you realise that children are suffering out there. Surely you are not
saying that Jasmine Beckford or Tyra Henry is a ’‘text’ and it is all to
do with how she is read. You are just messing around with textual games,
when children are dying. You’ve done the job, some time ago it might have
been, but surely you remember all the dilemmas we face?

Interviewer: Yes I was struck by ‘the sadness of it all’, as the social
worker in interview 4.1 eloquently put it.

Social Work Researcher: See, what did I tell you.

Thesis Writer: Yes, this is a serious complaint and I am not trying to be
flippant. I was working in a Social Services Department, when it was
rocked by a child abuse tragedy. I am not saying that the child was not
killed but I do remember the different reactions from colleagues, the
press and the inquiry team. Before the Inquiry everyone was pretty
confident there would be no problems, that only good practice would be
discovered. Once the Inquiry got under way, the questions ranged from
missed letters to Government funding of local authorities, and you are
accusing me of not looking at the child’s body. But look let’s see what
narrative theory can offer, I think it might be pretty interesting. I
think we need another meeting, don’t you? Perhaps we can meet again in
chapter 3. Though that last question will come up again, it does worry me.
All: Will you be looking at some proper data (Social work researcher),
interviews (Interviewer) cases (Social Worker) by then?

Client (opening the door): sorry is this the case conference?

All: No. This is a private meeting. Can you come back later?
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CHAPTER 2 ACRITICAL REVIEW OF THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO NARRATIVE

INTRODUCTION

At the end of chapter one, the thesis writer is faced by a mass of social work
documents and conversations, collectively termed ‘social work accounting’. The
failure of the factual/rational approach in handling this material has reorientated the
investigation towards approaching social work accounting as ‘text’ caught up in
relations of construction and reception. Social work as narrative is suggested as a
framework for encompassing concepts of audience, reading and textuality. What can

theories of narrative offer to this investigation? How do theoretical approaches to the

structural, rhetorical and interactional features of stories help in understanding the
reception of social work accounts?

‘Narrative, like discourse, has been the subject of considerable theoretical debate
in recent years and is used differently by different writers. One of the problems which
confronts this chapter is how different versions of narrative can be appropriated for
this investigation. As was noted in the last chapter, large claims are made for the
ubiquity of narrative. Are such claims justified? What is required of a theory of
narrative to help explore the nature of social work accounting? According to White
(1980:D), narrative is concerned with "the problem of how to translate knowing into
telling”. To that can be added the requirement for telling to be heard as convincing.!"

How can theories of narrative help locate the performance of social work as
describable, tellable and accountable?

This chapter reviews concepts of narrative drawn from history, literary theory,
the sociology of scientific knowledge, post-modernism, conversation analysis and
sociolinguistics. It is divided into five sections. The first section considers ‘grand
narratives’ associated with Foucault; narrative as the story of the epoch. At the other
extreme, the second section discusses the micro approach of sociolinguistics and
conversation analysis, where narrative is located in everyday conversation. The third

section discusses the literary text and the debate over autonomous or interactional

stories. Whilst the first three sections of the chapter are concerned with questions of
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what constitutes narrative, the fourth and fifth section looks at narrative methods and
functions; not what a story is but how it is used. The fourth section looks at narrative
methods, in particular investigating stories through plot, character and point of view.
The final section explores how stories are used to perform competence and

legitimacy, including how this applies to the analyst-storyteller as well as the social

worker-storyteller.

Major theoretical differences in conceiving of narrative are discussed in this
chapter; it is not proposed to attempt to integrate them. Instead, the aim is to draw

on aspects of several approaches to develop this investigation of social work

accounting as text. An important tension is between narrative as constraining and
as constructed through ‘artful practices’. The ‘preferred’ version of the nature and

function of narrative which this chapter offers, forms the basis for the analysis of

soclal work accounting as text in subsequent chapters.

1T FOUCAULT AND 'GRAND NARRATIVES’
The work of Michel Foucault is a focus for many important debates in the human
sciences. Although he does not offer a theory of narrative, his concepts of ‘discourse’
and ‘discursive formations’ pose important questions for considering social work
accounting in relation to wider social structural features. This is in contrast to micro

sociological or linguistic approaches to accounting. What can Foucault's concept of

discourse as ‘grand narrative’ offer to an investigation of social work as texts? How

does his later interest in systems of power as located in particular sites of domination

apply to social work accounting?

1.1 'Grand Recit’

Foucault’s concept of discourse can be considered as similar to Lyotard’s concern
with ‘grand recit’ or metanarrative. Both are large formations of knowledge and
practice which attempt to offer totalising theories of history and society. For Foucault

the archaeologist, a discourse,is a locus of autonomous rules which constitute
knowledge. Archaeology is the search to uncover the conditions under which it is
possible to be able to make a ‘statement’ (‘enounce’) on a topic. Discourse here is not

only texts, but the discursive formations, institutional arrangements and practices
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which formulate questions and provide answers.

Foucault is interested in the conditions under which the human sciences

developed, particularly psychiatry:

Such an inquiry does not belong to the history of ideas or of science: it
is rather an inquiry whose aim is to rediscover on what basis knowledge
and theory became possible; within what space of order knowledge was
constituted; on the basis of what historical a priori. (Foucault 1970:xxi)

For example, Foucault saw madness as the product of a discourse of
psychopathology, which developed during the nineteenth century.

Mental illness was constituted by all that was said in all the statements

that named it, divided it up, described it, explained it. (Foucault 1972:32)
The development and stabilising of the possibility of a knowledge of mental illness
was a result of continuous transformations between and within discursive formations.
Mental iliness is not a stable object but its unity is achieved through the relations

between:

...institutions, economic and social processes, behavioural patterns,

systems of norms, techniques, types of classification, modes of
characterisation. (Foucault 1972:45)

A possible Foucauldian theory of narrative as a totalising discourse is evident
in a number of studies of how it is possible to conceive of non-Western cultures.
Bruner (1986) signals an indebtedness to Foucault in discussing how anthropologists
approach an ethnography of Native American culture. He compares ‘the dominant
story’ or ‘'metanarrative’ of how it was possible to talk about the Indian in the 1930s

with that of the 1970s, seeing the change from "assimilation” to "resistance and
exploitation”. He considers that such "narrative schemes provide a science of the

imagination® (p.140). The anthropologist is constrained to conceive of the native

through the master story, or what Lyotard (1984) calls the ‘grand recit’. As Bruner
(1986:145) says:

My only claim is that different narratives are foregrounded in the
discourse of different historical eras.

¥

Similarly, Said (1978:3) discusses Orientalism as a discourse, the metanarrative of

how it is possible that European culture has been able to manage and produce the
Orient.
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In brief, because of Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a free
subject of thought and action. This is not to say that Orientalism
unilaterally determines what can be said about the Orient, but that it is
the whole network of interests inevitably brought to bear on (and is

therefore always involved in) any occasion when that peculiar entity ‘the
Orient’ is in question.

Such material and cultural relations constitute the rules of formation of objects.
Talking about an object is highly constrained by forms of discourse as an underlying
code or rules, which are a product of inter- and intra-discursive transformations.'¥ The
large concept-of discourse or narrative is thus an attempt to locate all relations in and
through the grand narrative, a system of ways of talking which are to be taken

seriously. It is not just what is said but who says it and in what circumstances. As
Dreyfus and Rabinow illustrate (1982:48):

For example, ‘It is going to rain’ is normally an everyday speech act with
only local significance, but it can be a serious speech act if uttered by a

spokesman for the National Weather Service as a consequence of a
meteorological theory.

The consequences for this investigation are that Foucault is not interested in
everyday accounting, only in "serious speech acts" (Dreyfus and Rabinow’s phrase
for ‘enounce’). These utterances are divorced from any construction in everyday
speech, but are constituted in an autonomous consistent realm of institutional

formation and legitimation. Foucault is concerned with the possibility of discourse, not
its practice. Kuipers (1989:105) notes:

...his unwillingness to link systematically what he calls a formulation (3
situated, individually authored utterance) with a statement (a repeatable,

"circulatable" decontextualised semiotic modality that transcends actual
situations of use).

Said (1983:186) notes a similar version of an "overriding society":

Foucault’s thesis is that individual statements or the chances that
individual authors can make statements is not really likely. Over and
above every opportunity for saying something, there stands a reqularlizing

collectivity that Foucault has called a discourse, itself governed by the
archive.

3

As Fairclough (1988:31) notes, for Foucault "discourse cannot be reduced to
language.”

Foucault’s approach to discourse and narrative does not help this analysis of
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everyday social work accounting. Such desériptions are approached only as reductive
of the grand narrative. To limit discourse analysis to a level "anterior to the text"
(Foucault 1972:75) ignores the possibility of a fruitful investigation of everyday
encounters of reading social work. Fairclough (1988:32) criticises the contention that
everyday talk and documents are governed by structures and autonomous rules:

The questionable assumption is that one can extrapolate from structure
to practice, that one can arrive at conclusions about practice without
directly analysing real instances of it... In brief, what is missing is any

sense that practice has properties of its own which (a) cannot be reduced
to the implementation of structures, (b) imply that how structures figure

in practice cannot be assumed, but has to be determined and (c)
ultimately help shape structures.
To approach narrative and narrativity as merely examples of totalising stories is to
miss the complexities of local and interactional features of accounting. An analysis
of the discourse of social welfare as constituting what can be said about children and

families, and by whom, can offer important insights into the historical development

of how families are conceived (Stenson 1989, Rose 1990). However such
formulations do not exhaust the everyday manipulation and subversion of structural
features. Indeed the possibility of locating practice as an example of structure has
been a criticism of the privileged position of the archaeologist.”® It is thus suggested
that local and interactional construction and reception of social work accounting
involves more than an analysis of historical discourses.

In Foucault’s later ‘genealogical’ studies, discourse is secondary to systems of
power. This shift to ‘bio-power’ still appears to make Foucault’'s work less relevant
for an interactional investigation of social work accounting, as it imposes on textual
analysis a formulation of power external to the site of textual production and
reception. Of particular interest to a study of social work is his discussion of the ‘sites
of power’. He considers the ‘confession’ and the ‘examination’ as technologies of

discipline, which are geared to producing ‘docile bodies’. Both of these sites are
pertinent to social work, the social work interview and the medical examination. The

construction of a case is an’important aspect of how social work texts are
manipulated, which Foucault sees as "the constitution of the individual as a

describable, analysable object" (1977:190). He continues:
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The examination surrounded by all its documentary techniques makes
each individual a case: a case which at one and the same time constitutes
an object for a branch of knowledge and a hold for a branch of power.
The case is no longer, as in casui<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>