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Feminist Egalitarian Discourse in Social Work Education for Practice: Theoretical exposition from the Irish Perspective
Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk89611095]Using the pedagogic lens this article presents theoretical exposition of feminist egalitarian discourse for social work education. The Masters in Social Work is a professional qualification, which has as its primary goal the promotion of human rights and social justice. In theory, feminist egalitarian discourse aligns succinctly with this overall goal. However, in reality feminist egalitarian discourse is often overlooked and is rarely considered mainstream in many social work programmes. The paper is divided into three sections 1) An Irish context, which provides a brief overview of social work in Ireland, while linking it to the way social work programmes have developed within such a context; 2) The status of feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education, whereby critical theorisation in this paper interrogates the literature on feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education (particularly Masters in Social Work curricula), and in doing so, and; 3) Embraces feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education, which highlights the significance of critical perspectives in contemporary social work education and practice.  Theorisation through uptake of feminist egalitarian discourse argues that through such discourse in social work masters programmes, coherence with universal humanistic ideology is heightened, challenging both neoliberal ideologies and statutory led practices.
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Introduction
As Masters in Social Work (MSW herein) programmes are designed as entry level professional qualifications, it is intrinsically important that the detail in curriculum design and formulation articulates the ethos within which social work is practiced. This article draws on the Irish context as the authors have experience in MSW social work education in Ireland. Historically, the development of social work education and training has straddled several domains of relevance that singling them out for inclusion risks homogenisation (Dominelli and Campling 2002). As both a historical and contemporary phenomenon, gender as manifested in the professions’ demographics typifies a predominantly female profession with a similar service user profile. This overwhelming evidence of female predominance, “makes it necessary to introduce gender as an important category into training programmes for professions like social work’ (Bruckner 2002, 269) which is further reinforced by Fook (2002) and Morley (2008).  However, we need to be aware that this rationale represents a single motivation of the larger debate which includes structural and cultural factors motivating for a revisioning of social work education using a gender lens.  The assumption underpinning the literature’s advocacy for egalitarian relationships and the ethic of empowerment argue that women’s participation and ultimately contribution to society continue to be impacted by cultural, structural, social, political, economic and religious beliefs (Olson 2002; McGarry and FitzGerald 2019). Traditionally much of the feminist social work literature has been suspended in a vacuum, isolated from an analysis of these constructs. As an alternative, feminist egalitarian discourse provides an active practical critique directed not only at the academic and political levels but at deeply held beliefs about the character of our society, thought patterns and intimate relationships (Dominelli 2019).   
                                                                                                   
Contrary to the fact that social work is embedded within the ethos of human rights and social justice, there is scant reference to feminist egalitarian discourse in most MSW programmes which presents a significant omission (Barretti 2001; Berger and Radaloff 2014). Arguably, adherence to feminist egalitarian discourse presents similar challenges as human rights and social justice for social work educators and practitioners about the level of preparedness in relation to conceptual and practical difficulties that might be encountered (Diaz 2011). The universal concerns with social justice and equality resonate with the recurring theme of feminist theorists of “celebrating diversity” as a resource (Sands and Nuccio 1992, 490; White 2006). However, we are cautioned by Wajcman (2013) that diversity should not detract from recognising the concept of ‘women’ and the imbalance in power between men and women. Certainly, an encompassing discourse for human rights, social justice, and feminist egalitarian discourse would be to address it at crucial points of learning, such as the curricula of social work (MSW) Programmes. Notwithstanding that curriculum design are the prerogatives of academic and accreditation bodies, there remains huge disparities in the significance accorded to feminist egalitarian discourse in social work curricula. Some initiatives to ensure the inclusion of feminist egalitarian discourse are, however, evident, such as where the Council for Social Work Education have supported mandatory curriculum content on women’s issues.  In fact, they go even further to say that it should address institutional sexism and inequities, beliefs, and attitudes (Nicotera and Kang 2009). The authors acknowledge that variations in terminology, interpretations and meanings exist about feminist egalitarian discourse. For the purposes of this article, we propose the following as a point of reference for the discussion on feminist egalitarian discourse:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
 One can characterise most contemporary feminist scholarships in terms of the dual beliefs that gender has played an important and essential role in the structuring of social inequalities in much of human history and that the resulting differences in self-identifications, human understandings, social status and power relationships are unjustified (Tickner 1992, 7; 2012).
[bookmark: _Hlk104820302]Supporting the dearth of feminist discourse in social work education and training, Barretti (2001) and Dominelli (2017) testifies to an equally significant deficit in research and literature that speaks specifically to feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education.  In Ireland, for example, the critique with regard to the development of social work education is levelled against the intricate relationship between state and religion (church), historically patriarchal institutions (Reamer 2013; Morley 2017), which is still apparent to this day. Their influence and perpetuation of the underpinning values of this alliance is noted in the analysis of social work education (MSW) in Ireland (McGregor 2015). In this context, we present theoretical exposition of feminist egalitarian discourse for social work where achieving this theoretical innovation in social work education promotes coherence with universal humanistic ideology and demonstrates how social work has the `capacity to contribute to the wider feminist project that aims to end all forms of gender oppression` (Wilson, 2022, 15). First and foremost, however, is necessary to contextualise theoretical conventions to follow, by establishing key facts and information about the Irish Milieu.  
An Irish Context
Social work emerged in Ireland during the late 19th century, notably at the time that the Catholic Church had clearly established their predominance in taking responsibility for the poor. This influence of Catholic patriarchal ideology became further entrenched upon the inception of the first social work programme by University College, Dublin in 1954 when, ‘the Archbishop demanded that the training would be Irish and Catholic’ (Skehill 2000). What is apparent from this alliance between church and state is its influence on social work’s historical development                                                                                                     in Ireland. However, this alliance between state and church and to a large extent as a result of political and socio-economic developments, has over time been slowly transformed from a Catholic-Corporatist to a hybrid/neo-liberal state. Evidence of this historical tradition dominated by patriarchal ideology through the role of the Catholic Church is manifest in its influence over the Irish population and, indeed Irish politics as contained in the Irish Constitution of 1937. Stemming from its propensity to proliferate its influence, the church and state’s symbiotic relationship has played a key role in the design of social work. Hence, the gendered nature of social work practice owes its preponderance historically to the political, cultural and social discourses (McGregor 2015). The authors acknowledge that feminist social workers’ struggles in other national settings are not uncommon; it is in fact an issue that is universal.  
In line with the above historical developments, specialised knowledge evolving over the 19th century reflected primarily ‘preventative’ and ‘interventionist’ philosophies in relation to medicine, law, childcare, and social work (Skehill 1999). As Cooter (1992) points out such dominant intellectual discourses were largely responsible for the construction of motherhood and women’s roles. Not surprising though, the ensuing feminist discourse which gained momentum in the 19th century existed in opposition to the dominant patriarchal discourse of policy (McGregor 2019). In reviewing social work’s development past and present discontinuities are reflected in the lack of a consistent feminist egalitarian ethos (Cavanagh and Cree 1986; Phillipson 1991; White 2006, Christie 2001; Dominelli 2017). Despite this, a notable feature in social work education was the marked increase of women comprising a large percentage of the student and graduate populations in Ireland annually (83.2%, female and 16.8%, male), now overseen by CORU accreditation body since 2017, the disproportionate figures remain steady (NSWQB 2007; Bruckner 2002; Simpson 2004; Christie 2006; Christie 2008; Myers 2010; CORU 2017). In fact, universities and colleges themselves reflect demographic imbalances in the way that women academics rarely hold prestigious managerial and leadership roles (Lawler 2018; White 2006), coupled with a neo-classic economic discourse which shape universities` scope (Healy 2010).  McGregor (2015), in reiterating the persistent lack of feminist discourse within social work in Ireland despite the predominance of women within the profession, clearly alludes to the dialectic process of the development of social work education.  
While it is safe to say that tremendous strides have been made in the education and training of social workers, little has changed with regard to the extent that universities and colleges have embraced the increasing need for a feminist orientation.  This and other factors such as stemming from the personal/political nexus provide a strong motivation for the inclusion of feminist egalitarian discourse. An even more significant point of reference in support of this motivation is that “women’s self-definitions are highly valid because they emerge from and take on meaning in the contexts of women’s lives and experiences (Barretti 2001).  Clearly, feminist egalitarian discourse underscores the current climate and space in which social work continues to evolve (Philips 2006; Dominelli 2017).  It is in this context as well as the fact that MSW programmes are specifically designed to focus on a searching examination of emerging and major social issues (Osei-Hwedie, Ntseane and Jacques 2006) that the motivation for feminist egalitarian discourse as a core component become increasingly pertinent. Feminist egalitarian discourse provides an organising framework and a lens through which a broader analysis of women’s issues can be undertaken informed by feminist theories (Adams, Dominelli and Payne 2002).                                                                                                   
The objective of the Social Workers Registration Board is to protect the public by fostering high standards of professional conduct, professional education, training and competence among social workers (CORU 2019).  Social work education in Ireland comprises of courses located within the values and principles outlined by CORU with a strong emphasis towards marginalised, oppressed groups on the periphery of society. Themes which are held to be significant within the teaching framework are empowerment principles, focusing on people’s self-determination and ability to shape their own future (Adams et al. 2002), ecological systems perspectives (Bronfenbrenner 1986) and strengths-based perspectives (Saleebey 1996) remain evident.  The seven universities [including the re-designation of the Institute of Technology Sligo to Atlantic Technological University (ATU) since 2022] in the Republic of Ireland share a similar context which builds on traditional social work education. The ecological systems perspectives offer ample and apt opportunities for engagement with feminist egalitarian discourse as students are encouraged to analyse the impact of broader contextual and environmental factors such as the socio-cultural, economic and political factors on individual’s experiences. 

Yet, according to Healy (2010) in order to capture the true essence of the person in environment perspectives we must also understand the environment as it is; a modern phenomenon of social and political norms which encompass patriarchal thought and structures. All the Institutions within Ireland expressed the fundamental value of a combined theoretical and practical experience to maintain a holistic perspective on education and training for prospective practitioners. In line with developments in the education and training of social workers, another significant milestone was reached in Ireland’s history.  Ireland’s ratification of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights in 1992 and the signing of ‘The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women’ (1979) on the 1st of July 1999 heralded a sense of urgency in addressing women’s issues. Amidst an array of initiatives to address the gaps in gender equality it established several committees to investigate and report on a range of situations affecting women. One such committee was tasked with providing sex-disaggregated data on academic personnel in the universities, as well as information on the activities and programmes on women’s studies centres, particularly with respect to whether or not they grant degrees and to what extent gender and women’s studies courses are integrated into the curricula of conventional disciplines (i.e., social work). This was also a clear mandate for Irish social work education to engage with a feminist discourse from an egalitarian perspective. 
Where this may be unique in an Irish context, the authors argue that similar trajectories across international borders can also align with similar processes and current education practices today. In this article an analysis of the status of feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education drawing on empirical studies and a review of literature is provided. Lastly the paper explores the varying interpretations of feminist egalitarian discourse and concludes with some suggestions for the way forward.   
The status of feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education
Although global social work defies a concise definition (Hutchings et al. 2007), the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), in 2000 agreed on a global definition                                                                                               ratified in 2001 by the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) reiterating the principles of human rights and social justice. This definition supported by a ‘commentary’ on social work as ‘an interrelated system of values, theory, and practice’ a crucial step in the process of defining global standards for social work education (Joint Committee IFSW and IASSW 2002; 2020) reifies feminist egalitarian discourse.  Despite Barretti’s assertion and the sentiments of many other scholars who agree that the relationship between social work and feminism is ostensibly “a natural one” (2001, 266), it is seemingly fissured.
Despite the ‘seeming affinity’ between social work and feminism, an apparent resistance to engaging with feminist frameworks in the profession’s education, practice and literature is notably apparent (Barretti 2001; White 2006) in educational programmes.  It is a notable concern that this lack of feminist discourse within social work education which exists not only in Ireland but universally in spite of the fact that the predominance of women within the profession is reflective of broader social issues representing the personal and political dimensions of human experiences (Bricker-Jenkins 1991; Jaggar 2018).  It is within this context that the relationship between structural and individual deficits is critical for understanding power and empowerment. The synergy between social work and feminism, which is yet to be fully recognized, reiterates the call to challenge “institutionalised oppression and the reconceptualization and redistribution of power” which is seemingly neglected (Barretti 2001, 267).  Supporting calls for a stronger articulation of feminist theory, the Association of Women in Social Work (AWSW) was formed in 1984 (Bricker-Jenkins et al. 1995). At that time the AWSW’s stated purpose was to                                                                                                      influence the inclusion of feminist values, knowledge, assumptions and research into social work education.  
Insofar as the literature on feminist egalitarian discourse is concerned, there is a consistent message prevailing on the significance of gender sensitivity and its inclusion in social work education and training. Evidence of sporadic yet concerted efforts to bring feminist egalitarian discourse into mainstream social work education by some researchers and academics is indicative of this on-going struggle (Barretti 2001; Knight 1991; Kravertz 1982; Knight 1991; Tickner 1992; Dominelli 2017). Knight (1991), responding to the findings on a national study which she undertook to determine the extent to which gender-sensitive material was included into the curricula, argued that a gender-sensitive curriculum must be complemented by a faculty in which women are proportionately represented at all levels if women’s issues are to be effectively and adequately addressed (p. 153). Given that the prevalent referents here are women as social workers and service users it is not uncommon for them to be more familiar with the constraints of gender-based practices (Sweeney,2007) making it even more urgent in social work education and practice for women to be ‘visible in their own right’ (Hanmer and Statham 1999, 57). The absence of feminist egalitarian perspectives may mean that discussions around women’s issues would not be expanded to include any meaningful and in-depth analysis of equally important and related topics (Saulnier 2014). Whilst literature on feminism and feminist theory abounds the debate in this instance can be shifted to focus on one of its many versions which is the dominant theme of personal/political interdependence reference. A critical interpretation that follows from the above is the significance of systemic inadequacies in the way that it promotes feminist egalitarian discourse as apolitical. It is not merely the evidence of system deficiency that is accorded to the lack of a clear statement about the inclusiveness of feminist egalitarian discourse, but its pervasive lack in social work education reference. Hence, we need to be aware of how women as academics, educators, researchers and service users downplay or uphold the significance of feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education.  As long as the literature underrepresents and under emphasizes women’s roles as well as their diverse experiences in the form of gender, age, sexual orientation, class, skin colour and ethnicity etc. it will contribute to the lack of visibility of feminist egalitarian discourse in the social work curriculum (Barretti 2001).  
Despite the gains made in women’s rights movements and in securing anti-discrimination legislation in the 20th century, social work has failed to translate these into robust activity capturing the nexus between women’s welfare and their equality (Simon 1988; White 2006; McGarry et al 2019). To the contrary, women’s issues continue to be viewed from the perspective of individual pathologies rather than constructs of socio-economic and cultural factors (White 2006; Sweeney and FitzGerald,2017). Similar practices of relegating women to the peripheries of the body politic are evident in the historical development of social work education. Evidence of such omissions are contained in the seminal research of Kravertz, (1982), who advocated for the inclusion of an egalitarian feminist discourse in social work while drawing attention against the active campaign of relegating women to lower status jobs. Not surprising, her research revealed that “men were overrepresented on social work faculties and were also more likely to occupy the highest academic ranks” (p. 145). The interpretation that follows is that patriarchal practices which have become entrenched are within institutional structures of power extending into male dominated policies and practices.                                                                                                
Fast forward this into the twenty first century and we note that not only is the deficits in feminist egalitarian discourse in the curriculum content of social work education still evident, but that the lack of visibility of women in positions of power and leadership continue to prevail (White 2006). “The neglect of women’s issues in these important parts of the social work curricula, especially in field education    suggests that the profession still does not consider gender issues to be important to the professional socialization of women in social work” (Barretti 2001, 279). Interestingly though this trend combined with the fact that social work has been slow in confronting and embracing the challenges offered by feminist egalitarian discourse, counters the reconceptualization of theory and practice in line with postmodernist discourse. Similarly, the link between this persistent lack of coherence in social work education and feminist egalitarian discourse can be said to be reflected in the dichotomy between theory and practice.  

Embracing feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education
While we appreciate the fact that efforts towards a more inclusive understanding of the concept of egalitarianism is beset with complexities, there is increasingly more evidence suggesting why we should pursue its inclusion in social work education (Dominelli 2017). In social work the use of feminist egalitarian principles is crucial in the way students are taught to assess and redefine the problems(s) from a feminist perspective. This entails transcending the traditional roles by which women are commonly perceived, namely that of caregiver, patients, and victims and so on (Sweeney and FitzGerald, 2017; Clement 2018) to include a multidimensional view. White (2006) believes that the commonality of experiences shared by women as social workers and as service users provides the basis for feminists to work in a non-hierarchal and non-oppressive manner using egalitarian relationships.                                                                                                
[bookmark: _Hlk42949704]This White (2006) believes can be achieved by examining feminist egalitarian discourse in tandem with other initiatives focusing on eradicating gendered oppression in the social work curriculum. Clearly it is not difficult to grasp that when polarities exist between classroom learning and praxis in the translation of feminist egalitarian principles that a deficiency is likely to follow through to social work practice.  In a research study undertaken by Sweeney(2007) entitled `Seeking a feminist egalitarian perspective within the social work curriculum in the Republic of Ireland` it was found that the MSW Programmes in Ireland unequivocally espoused the principles of social justice as the ethos within which the social work curricula is grounded. No doubt strands of egalitarianism are projected through course curriculum, however due to the absence of a definite present ideology within core modules; its key definitions were more often diffused as part of the critical theory modules rather than interspersed through the curriculum. This is obviously contrary to the profound ideological view that embedding the values and principles of social work within the curriculum as a whole is integral to effective practice. However, we should not lose sight of the thread that links the education and practice of social work, i.e., how we as educators and service users make visible (in our own right) feminist egalitarian discourse. In this regard, Barretti’s (2001) study which surveyed “articles containing women’s content that were published in 17 social work journals from 1988 to 1997” revealed interesting data inter alia on the visibility of women’s issues in social work literature.  The author concluded that: 
The paucity of articles on community organization may mirror the profession’s shift away from organizing, the lack of attention to women’s issues in the community organization curricula, or social work’s neglect of social action strategies that could collectively engage and empower women...there was a notable scarcity of article the areas of education (5.8%), research methods (2.5%), and field education (0.5%) (2001, 279)                                                                                                    
From this perspective the argument for a ‘collective’ discourse exists in examining egalitarian principles and thus highlighting gender (women) equality from the perspective of communal or societal interpretations. This is consistent with the literature insofar as it reifies strength in collectivity to validate women’s subjective experiences. To some extent the collective                                                                                                interpretations challenge professionals’ understandings of situations, where their own subjective status intertwined with their status of victor (overcoming systemic subjugation) and victim (submitting to systemic subjugation) is manifested in the power differential between themselves as professionals and as citizens (Ferguson 2004). Related terminologies which are equally significant subtexts of feminist egalitarian discourse are empowerment and strength-based perspectives reside as core principles within social work education have often been substituted for feminist egalitarian discourse.  

[bookmark: _Hlk104973559][bookmark: _Hlk104973955]By using empowerment interchangeably, the interpretation to be made here is that it suffices as the next best thing in feminist egalitarian discourse by allowing ‘voice and choice’ to disenfranchised individuals, mainly women (Morley 2008; Dominelli 2017).  While equality and empowerment are viewed as complementarities (Dominelli 2002), their meanings and interpretations must nonetheless be closely aligned with the discourse of feminist egalitarian discourse. Among the varied roles of the social work educator the responsibility in this regard is twofold, namely that through education and training feminist egalitarianism discourse are promoted, and secondly, indirectly through direct service provision feminist egalitarian discourse are operationalized where students aspire to incorporate these principles in understanding the broader socio-political factors in their assessment of women’s issues. Cognisant of the historico-structural dimensions set out here in an Irish context, we argue by including women's experiences reinforced by social work values and ecological and critical perspectives (Carter et al, 2013), students are exposed to a revised paradigm of feminist egalitarianism which will inform their knowledge base in the classroom, and practice approaches in fieldwork which are pedagogically integral to social work training (Anand, 2022). The strong alignment with empowerment theory as opposed to egalitarianism is about pro-active practice and the ability to connect with the service user in supporting them to recognize their own potential. This parochial understanding contradicts the personal/political dyad which clearly underscores feminist egalitarian discourse. This dilemma is broadened to encapsulate the tension between classroom values and principles and social work practice in action. Social work education is in a strategic position to engage in gender-integrated theory to practice (Figueira-McDonough, 2018). 

Conclusion 
Whereas the analysis of feminist discourse in social work education reveals its inherent value in addressing broad structural inequalities, it, nonetheless remains peripheral to mainstream social work education. Of interest to note here, is the branch of social work known as feminist social work which occupies both a unique position in the social work knowledge base, and yet remains in the margins of social work education. The inherent value of feminist egalitarian outcomes is rarely disputed, and it is to this end its significance in social work education is supported. In addition, the dynamic context of feminist egalitarian discourse in social work education and practice holds propensity for a positive impact on a range of activities, not least of which would be policy and legislation. This leads us to question how the feminine perspective might be better integrated into Irish education. Here among suggestions already posed include increasing historico-structural dimensions of subject matter taught in the Irish context and including women's experiences where they are related to social work values as well as ecological and critical perspectives (Carter et al, 2013). It is also suggested that feminist egalitarianism might make it to the taught curriculum in the first instance, whilst not overlooking the importance for social work field education (Anand, 2022). 
Despite MSW programmes in Ireland representing a more contemporary ideology, feminist egalitarian discourse remains inconsistent with dominant gendered societal influence which impacts on women as marginalized members of society. Incongruence between what is purported as universally integral to social work, it appears has been substituted by mediocrity through the omission of feminist egalitarian discourse.  Through its explicit and purposeful inclusion in social work education, it has wider ramifications for the way issues and experiences are examined against the socio-cultural, political and economic factors.   Feminist egalitarian discourse will continue to be accorded lesser significance unless it is an explicit requirement for accreditation purposes. We cannot disregard the origins of Irish society and the unique relationship of church and state. Such resonance still exists today in the Constitution (1937), which influences policies and laws alike. 
[bookmark: _Hlk104883813][bookmark: _Hlk104883485]This has a direct impact on family dynamics, roles and expectations all centred on a gendered ideology. Significantly, the MSW curriculum can be interpreted as relentlessly prioritising practical training at the expense of relevant ideological foundations as in the case of feminist egalitarian discourse. This absence of attention is manifested in feigned attempts to dismantle structural barriers to women’s issues.  On account of this omission, social work’s rhetorical commitment to anti-oppression is at risk of being undermined or diluted if we subscribe to Foucault`s ideology of power discourse. This approach challenges modern disciplines for their principles of order and control which `deindividualizes` power and reinforces the command-obedience model (Gibson, 2019). Foucault offers a power synthesis for `diversity and multifaceted struggles that are carried out at the margins of society` (Allen, 2018, 31) which supports the debate of egalitarianism by extending the discussion of oppression to include all service users and providers alike. From here, a logical conclusion is the inclusion of feminist egalitarian discourse in social work. The sheer magnitude of power discourse within social work education provides the basis for interrogation of feminist egalitarian discourse which is essentially a branch of human rights and social justice. By designing a curriculum to uphold statutory expectations which at best pathologizes the service user, are we not in violation of the most basic values and ethics of social work? In this context, our paper calls for a re-evaluation of the core curriculum within MSW programmes in the Republic of Ireland and Internationally. 
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