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The applied nature of social work makes it a vitally important agency in keeping the principles of gender equality. Human rights and social justice are fundamental principles of social work. Professional social workers are the agents of changes in society on the whole, and in lives of individuals, families and communities they serve, at the same time trying to eliminate all the forms of discrimination, including gender discrimination. The perspectives of anti-discriminatory social service, social justice and social development depend on many issues: whether social work specialists recognize inequality on individual and institutional levels in direct contacts with clients or on a structural level during organizational, social and political interaction.

Social work in various parts of the world is targeted at interventions for social support and developmental, protective and/or therapeutic purposes. According to the IASSW, some of the core purposes of the social work profession are the following: 

“… facilitate the inclusion of marginalized, socially excluded, dispossessed, vulnerable and at-risk groups of people; address and challenge barriers, inequalities and injustices that exist in society, form short- and longer-term relationships with and mobilize individuals, families, groups, organizations and communities to enhance their well-being and their problem-solving capacities; assist and educate people to obtain services and resources in their communities; encourage people to engage in advocacy with regard to pertinent local, national, regional and/or international concerns …” (Sewpaul/Jones 2005: 218-230).

In a post-soviet academic tradition the gender issues of social welfare are put in the centre of a discussion in publications of gender studies community (Iarskaia-Smirnova 2004; Malysheva 2002; Mezentseva 2000, 2002; Zhurzhenko 2001). This angle of consideration can be found in the Code of Ethics of Social Work as well as in the National standard of Social Work Curriculum of 2000. The National Council of Social Work education approved “Gender and Women’s Studies” [Genderologia i feminologia] to be a mandatory course of the curriculum. A wide range of other disciplines has gender issues as a special topics: family studies, social gerontology, the problems of social work with juveniles, social policy.

In order to see whether or not and in which respect these issues are presented in Russian social work and social policy textbooks, we have analyzed 42 textbooks on the main and special courses of the Social Work Curriculum. Most of them were published from 1999 till 2004. All the sources selected for the analysis have been printed by Moscow and Saint-Petersburg publishers in a large amount of copies; 28 textbooks are recommended by the National Council of Social Work Education or by Ministry of Education of the Russian Federation for use in education processes on social work. The goal of this analysis was to figure out whether or not gender equality is present within the agenda of social policy and social work education and to examine in which way the category of gender is represented in educational textbooks.

The presentation of gender and failures to mention it are both taken into account. Jordan Titus explains that though the general contents can be free from sexism, untold messages show selective inattention of a text to gender and the attitude to sexism and oppression as to insignificant and unimportant issues (Titus 1993: 38, 42). These failures to mention as well as transient mentioning of themes not revealed in the future and not worked out as concept explanations of reality are very important issues of analysis. Though explicit sexism in textbooks can rarely be met, however, accidental or implicit sexism as well as the inability to discuss gender equality as an important problem of social work and social policy can be looked upon from a critical viewpoint (Grise-Owens 2002: 150). The given research focuses both on the explicit (‘that has been told’) aspects, and on the implicit (‘that hasn’t been told’) measurements of gender inequality in texts of manuals.

What do manuals failure to mention?

Following the results of the analysis all the textbooks can be divided in four groups. The first group includes publications which fail to mention of gender. There were 10 such publications while some of them were supposed to discuss gender issues. Thus, social work history (Firsov 2001) could have been represented more fully if it took account of women’s movement from the end of the 19th century till the beginning of the 20th century, if it considered the role of women’s organizations in Soviet time and emphasized the ideology of gender equality in the time of socialism.

The absence of gender is a feature which can be used to classify the material. Though some publications are gender sensitive they support a ‘blind’ ideological position probably due to historically developed and already unnoticed relations of gender inequality. In particular, the textbook on social care of the persons with disability (Antip’eva, 2002 this is missing in the references. please complement at the end of the text. OK) views the fundamentals of Russian legislation. Although the author mentions some difficulties with the implementation of legislation, the problems of discrimination, of different influence the laws have on lives of people subject to their gender – both on the people with disability and on parents of children with disability – are not considered.

Gendered characters: ‘physiological and other peculiarities’

In ten publications we found a character possessing gender features. Usually it’s a woman. Though gender-related terms (such as gender, feminity/masculinity, sexuality and patriarchy) are not used here, there appear the codes of sexual features (a woman), women’s roles (maternity) (Zubkova, Timoshina 2003), as well as of corresponding rights (Antip’eva 2002: 16), social benefits and guarantees which are granted to “individual categories of workers depending on their physiological and other peculiarities” (Anisimov (is this correct or does it spell Anisimov??? YES!) 1999). In particular, women’s job placements, criminal penalty, rights for benefits and pensions provision are looked upon.

In social work history (Kuzmin/Sutyrin 2002) a female character appears during the discussion of such a practice of social control as a witch-hunt, which, in authors’ opinions, has become not only a means of peasants’ distraction from property and social contradictions, but also it revealed “the crisis of open/free charity system in the indicated period of time” (ibid.: 191). In our opinion, this approach, with certain limits, can become a useful perspective for the analysis as it enables to pay attention to often concealed sides of social work fulfilling the functions not only of social control but also of social care. Indeed, new research of the history of social work (see for instance: Hering and Waaldijk 2003; LaPan/Platt 2004) and social policy (Hoffmann 2000) enables us to understand the contribution of this occupation into the establishing of gender system in some or other periods of social policy development.

Gender as a variable

Viewing gender differences as a demographic construct is a peculiar feature of the next group of manuals which included 14 books. Here gender plays a role of a variable which as the authors show influences the degree of social problem urgency, the strength of stress feeling, the peculiarities of life, the nature of needs and required assistance. In nine manuals gender as a variable appears in one or several parts whereas in five manuals gender is viewed as a structural component of a book being included in its table of contents.

Sex differences and social work

At first let us view the examples of manuals where the category of gender is not a structural unit of a text – part, paragraph, chapter, - but anyway examine gender as a variable. Sexual differences under the influence of traumatic events are viewed in the manual on clinical psychology in social work (Marshinin (or do you spell it Marshinin – without a?? YES, IT IS LEFT MISTAKENLY FROM RUSSIAN TEXT WHERE IT WAS PART OF THE SENTENCE AND THE ENDING WAS NECESSARY ACCORD. TO RUSSIAN GRAMMAR) 2002), however, here only differentiation is mentioned but its reasons are not discussed. Thereby “the differences” are shown as a natural biological fact, but not as a consequence of labour division in society, popularity of patriarchal views and practices of violence.

The only gender specific feature of children’s development which is emphasized in a manual on social rehabilitation is everyday imitation of fathers’ behavior by boys, and mothers’ behavior by girls (Mardakhaev 2001: 19). Single-parent families are ignored by this theory. Having in mind the obvious imbalance in distribution of responsibility between parents, this emphasis to a mother is viewed separately from the competence of women in their children’s affairs, which is regarded as a natural feature. Such qualification of father’s role as sluggish and disengaged and mother’s role as engaged on the level of instincts without any explanation of the reasons and the ways of changing the situation we regarded as an approach of biologization of gender differences.

Another manual (Nikitin 2002) displays characteristics of modern society which caused destruction and weakening of family ties: 

“Before now the main duty of a woman was to take care of her family. At present dü to the reduction of domestic loading a woman has an opportunity to work out of her family, <…> to take an active part in the work of state, non-governmental and political organizations. All that has been mentioned leads to such a situation when a family is deprived of the light warming it” (ibid.: 78). 

In a single-parent family, as it is stated, a mother while bringing her child up from her own experience makes the child “imitate her personal life, follow the standards of her behaviour” (ibid.: 90). The idea is about a danger caused by reproduction of single parent family form from generation to generation, as well as by the lack of father’s role in the socialization of a boy, etc. It is possible, that students taught with the help of such manuals risk to learn the prejudice as an official point of view which can be presented at credits and exams and further use it in their professional activity.

The manual on ethnic psychology (Platonov 2003) is recommended to be used for teaching of students studying social work. Due to the ageing of population, the author notes, there is a tendency to the reduction of population activity in the labour market. It causes “the increase in numbers of the marginalized” including “juveniles, orphans and children from unfortunate families, as well as working women with children and single mothers” (Platonov 2003: 118). As for single mothers, they have been stigmatized in popular literature and officials’ discourse many times (see the review in our article: Iarskaia-Smirnova/Romanov 2004), but such an appearance of working women with children in the list of the marginalized is a new, post-soviet phenomenon.

“Social gerontology” (Iatsemirskaya, Belenkaya 1999) offers explanations of sexual differences which have impact on retirement. It turned out that ‘women take retirement easier than men… The retirement of women who are burdened by domestic duties, by keeping house, by rearing children is viewed by them as a relief and satisfaction’ (Iatsemirskaya, Belenkaya 1999: 158). 

Here one can see the ideology which supports the position that domestic labour is the main one for women, while their paid job is temporary and superficial.

‘To add a woman and to mix’

The next group consists of five textbooks which have the category of gender in their structures, which is reflected in the table of contents. The textbook on social work (Kurbatov 1999) has a paragraph called ‘Feminist Studies’. Six pages of it are devoted to a positive description of feminism as a social movement and a theory (ibid.: 440-445). The other parts characterize divorces rather inconsistently from the point of view of their negative inflünce on moral and psychological development of children. Also single-parent families are blamed being qualified in a stereotyped and negative way.

“The Theory of Social Work” manual has a chapter called “Sexism and Ethnism as Factors of Human Discrimination” with the part “Sexism and Anti-discriminatory Practice of Social Work” (Firsov/Studenova 2000: 321-329). The key notions of this paragraph are discrimination, feminism, a woman. The same textbook has a paragraph called “The Phenomenon of Gender and Psychosocial Problems of a Client” (ibid.: 338-354), which describes male and female stereotypes, the role behaviour in society and family.

In another textbook on social work (Pavlenok 1997) gender characters are met twice: they are homosexuals and women. Homosexuality is described in part “Deviant Behaviour Caused by Sexual Illnesses” (ibid.: 274). The part called “Social Control of Deviant Behavior” describes the need to treat “those whose behavior is different (sexual minorities and others)” patiently and mercifully (ibid.: 278). One chapter of this textbook is devoted to social care of women. It views the influence of ideological, social and economic processes on women. The results of present transformations in Russia are viewed in from the critical point of view. The main issues of the chapter are the following: a low degree of women’s participation in policy, female unemployment, the increase of illnesses and reduction of life expectancy, violence against women.

The chapter of the “Social Policy” textbook is called “The Main Social Groups of Russian Society” and depicts women as a “socio-demographic category of population distinguished by a number of physiological peculiarities, by a specific hormone status, by the position in a social structure… The main reason for viewing women as a special socio-demographic group and as a specific category of social work clients is a biological precondition of a number of cultural and social consequences” (Volgin 2002: 684). Such a treatment of women as a peculiar species obviously forms the basis for patriarchal relations and discrimination.

Gender as a conceptual framework 

In our sample there were four such publications where gender is explicitly announced as the methodology for theoretical and practical social work. The already mentioned manual on the theory of social work gives the definition of sexism (Firsov/Studenova, 2000: 321-327). In another part of the manual a reader will learn that a specialist should know “gender and role peculiarities of a client” because “a social worker discovering client’s problems simultaneously helps him realize his/her sexual and role functions in society which contributes to his/her resocialization with the help of humanistic concepts and norms” (ibid.: 352). In a subsection called “Social Work and Sex Problems” one can learn the place of a gender approach in a professional practice. This place is a family. We can see that the role of a social worker is related to a control over a ‘normal’, i.e. patriarchal gender division. Besides, a social worker herself is limited to a domestic sphere as a traditional feminine space of self-realization.

The “Social Work Psychology” manual (Gulina 2004) is approved by a National Council on Psychology Education. The authors of this textbook use gender categories emphasizing the need to recognize sexism (ibid.: 55). However, further on in this manual the medicalised explanations of homosexuality are found, blaming single-parent families. Then the authors continue talking about the choice and individual self-determination (ibid.: 299), respect of client’s sexual orientation and the need to consider client’s experience of social discrimination (ibid.: 300).

The manual on social work with the elderly (Kholostova 2002) successfully uses demographic data as the basis for further conceptualization of social problems and social work in a gender aspect: due to the prevalence of women in number over men among old population of the Russian Federation, the author sets “the urgent task to research the peculiarities of ‘female ageing’ from the point of view of their health condition, material, property and family status, ability for self-service and specifics of social needs” (ibid.: 86)

Distinct “female characteristics” of the profession have been expressed in the manual on social work management in a peculiar way (Komarova/Voitenko 1999). In this manual the phenomenon of gender plays the role of a conceptual basis for the discussion of the problem within the frameworks of gender stereotypes: as among social work managers one can see the prevalence of women, then the author supposes that “it’s necessary to take into account “domestic roles” of a female manager – a mother, a wife, a housewife” (ibid.: 11).

Manifest sexism in educational manuals

The textbook on social medicine (Tchernosvitov 2000) is full of maxims which one does not expect to find in a modern manual for social workers by this author in the form of discourses which are aimed at violation of humans’ rights. The author radically criticizes contraceptive means: “The consequences of such medicines are well known: infertility, misbirth, birth of ugly creatures. Moreover, every tens <woman> who takes contraceptives dies of acute disorder of brain blood circulation” (ibid.: 56). The author does not discuss safe sex issues, while social-medical aspects of abortions and pregnancy are considered in a part with a peculiar title “Medical-deontological issues of death penalty and euthanasia”. “The only instance, which is capable of controlling the erotic side of society’s life, is social medicine”, - declares the author (ibid.: 127). Social medicine, to his mind, should study and jugulate such terrible phenomena as perversions (ibid.).  As Tchernosvitov notes here, “nowadays one should be carefully writing and talking about sexual minorities, because there was a solid legal base was established for them (right on homosexualism). <…> Now they seem to be equal citizens. <…> But not for the medicine” (ibid.: 130-131). The perversions, according to the author, are the illnesses, and the sexual majority has a powerful inherited psychological defence against sexual minority (ibid.: 134). The author positions himself as a follower of Lombroso, while talking about deviants and women. Many practices are announced to be social illnesses, and people with certain life styles are named sociopaths: “women polish finger nails in various colours in different periods of time, sometimes being unable to explain why they choose this or that colour. This is also a peculiar social syndrome” (ibid.: 182).
Another textbook by the same author is devoted to the applied methods of social medicine (Tchernosvitov 2002) and views gender issues in the context of odd and perverse examples. Obvious sexism and homophobia are expressed in his textbooks, readers and practicum training books.

A Family and Women 

Two books immediately devoted to the issues of gender relations should be mentioned in particular. They are called: family policy and social care of women. The family policy textbook (Klimantova 2004: P.20) focuses on gender policy, but neither its principles nor its directions are considered. The manual on social care of women, children and a family due to its name (Zubkova/Timoshina 2003) makes us think that a gender approach is implemented here from such viewpoints which identify the problems of a family and children exclusively with women. In Olga Voronina’s opinion the focus on the improvement of women’s position, not on gender equality viewed both in the manual and in the following official document – “The National Plan of Actions to Improve the Position of Women and to Raise Their Status in Society for 2001-2005” – is conditioned by the vitality of a traditional Soviet approach (Voronina 2004: 260).

Conclusions

The Russian discourse on gender in popular textbooks on social work published in Russia at the present time is ignorant as earlier not only of a conceptual discussion on gender and multiculturalism but also of many other important social theories. Such a state of affairs inherits discourse deficit from a Soviet period when, as it is noted by Elena Zdravomyslova and Anna Temkina, “many traditions forming the basis for a critical theory were marginalized… they existed in a Soviet discourse to criticize bourgeois theories or they were expressed using the Aesop’s language” (Zdravomyslova Temkina 2000: 18).
Gender as a framework for analysis is viewed in some textbooks which are devoted to the examination of western theories supported by foreign research examples and results. However even in these publications the concept of gender differences viewed from the aspect of human rights and factors contributing to the appearance of social problems are mentioned transiently. As a rule they are usually viewed in small extracts in one of the parts. Further examination is not based on gender theory; it even tries to ignore it.

Failure to mention of gender means the lack of knowledge and ignorance of gender issues, but in many cases it indicates to a conscious choice of biodeterminist positions. In most cases gender differences are represented as biologically materialized substances, and social conditions of their construction are not taken into account. If a binary category of gender is viewed as a demographic parameter, it happens very superficially as further explanation is fulfilled with the help of quite different variables which relate neither to gender nor to each other (age, disability, etc.). Mothers in general are examined from the point of view of patriarchal state ideology. They are classified as good and bad in general and as single mothers in particular – these characters are shown as immoral, unfortunate and dangerous not only for their own children but also for society on the whole. Viewing a woman as a character with gender features in analyzed textbooks is typical for patriarchal conception which regards “a white man of the middle class who has a job” as a norm. We will not find a gender-specific analysis of social problems and social work here.

Many textbooks are rather eclectic, presenting a large incongruence between the IASSW and Russian understanding of social work theories and practice. Until 2000 there were only a few international volumes on social work translated and published, including both textbooks and collections of articles. Little is published in student-friendly language, and in relation with evidence based approach, field practice and modern understanding of social inequality, human rights, comparative social policy, presenting skills and methods in social work in forms of practicum, problem based learning and other innovative ways of active learning approach. Following the results of the analysis we can make a conclusion that education texts in social work do not form the basis necessary for the acquisition of a competence in the field of human rights. They do not contribute to the recognition of individual, group and institutional discrimination of people in social and political life either and weakly direct towards perception and respect of differences and formation of tolerance. The fragments of international rhetoric are present in some of the textbooks but in a rather eclectic and incoherent way. The centralization of symbolic power is illuminated by this analysis, as all of the textbooks are written by the authors from Moscow (majority from Russian State Social University, “the main university in social work”) and St. Petersburg. Some voices from regional universities, however, are sometimes being heard – quite often due to their growth and advancement in international collaboration.
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