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Ethnic and cultural identities of people who are not white in North
America are conceived as natural and fixed categories. Such
conceptualizations are associated with a tendency to take ethnicity
as a client characteristic instead of understanding ethnic and
cultural differences as constituted by the engagement between
social worker and client. Using Foucault’s dossier approach, the
author uses the Chinese people as a case example to illustrate the
politics of identification and identity assignment in professional
social work literature in North America. The literature was
selected from the Social Work Abstracts database from 1977 to
1997. The article reveals how Chinese people are “essentialized,”
“otherized,” and negatively positioned as an ethnic construct. Four
major arguments are presented together with their implications
for cross-cultural social work practice.
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increasing attention to issues of ethnic and

cultural difference. Competence in cross-
cultural practice is now a standard requirement
of social work training programs. Practitioners
and researchers are actively reporting their ex-
perience of working in an ethnically and cultur-
ally diverse environment. Values such as justice
and equity are being emphasized, and racist at-
titude and practice are under attack. The pro-
fession is, however, not totally immune to the
influences of the dominant discourses of society
that have ethnocentric or even racist elements.

&' s a profession, social work has been paying

Some authors have performed the important
function of critical self-reflection on the profes-
sion. McMahon and Allen-Meares (1992), for
example, reviewed the professional literature to
assess whether social work as a profession is
racist. More recently, Dyche and Zayas (1995)
critically assessed the cultural literacy approach
as the dominant perspective in social work
practice. Along the same line, this article exam-
ines professional social work literature as dis-
course. Using a discourse analysis method, I use
the representation of ethnic identity as a site of
engagement with the social work professional
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literature to investigate how ethnicity is con-
structed as social reality, how social relations
are maintained, and how social services are
legitimized and controlled. I use Chinese
people as a case example to examine the related
discourses.

Professional Literature and
Discourse Analysis

The importance of published literature in pro-
fessional discourse and practice is widely recog-
nized. Spender (1981), for example, noted the
role of published work in conditioning the re-
search agenda of a discipline. Berger (1990) also
identified the power of professional publishing
in shaping social work practice. Recognizing
the importance of professional literature,
McMahon and Allen-Meares (1992) attempted
to examine “whether social work is intrinsically
tainted by assumptions and practice that can be
called racist” (p. 533) by performing a content
analysis of the literature. McMahon and Allen-
Meares believe that a critical analysis of the pro-
fessional literature can elucidate how practi-
tioners think about practice, how they perceive
their relationship with clients, and what they
think is important to the profession. Their
analysis included articles published in four ma-
jor U.S. social work journals from 1980 to 1989.
In their analysis, McMahon and Allen-Meares
emphasized the role of institutional and struc-
tural interventions, as opposed to individual in-
terventions, in antiracist social work. Their as-
sumption was that antiracist social work consists
of interventions targeting structural changes in
the sociopolitical environment to eliminate in-
stitutional racism. Based on the content analy-
sis, they concluded that “the literature portrays
the social work profession as naive and superfi-
cial in its antiracist practice” (p. 537).

As a method, content analysis focuses on
professional literature as published texts and
examines what is written. The method is ca-
pable of revealing the thinking and attitude of
the authors. However, it does not focus on the
mechanism of production or how these texts
are constructed. It does not emphasize the rela-
tionship between how professional literature is
produced and its relationship to the social, cul-
tural, and political contexts. This article adopts

a discourse analysis approach. Social work lit-
erature is examined as professional discourse,
and its relationship with the dominant dis-
courses is reviewed.

The word discourse is made up of two Latin
roots: dis, meaning from, and currere, meaning
run. It can be taken to refer broadly to any text
and talk produced in a social context. The term
discourse analysis has been used by authors in
the social sciences and humanities in a variety
of ways. It ranges from linguistic investigation
of language use (Stubbs, 1983) to critical analy-
sis of social issues and ideologies (Kress, 1985).
van Dijk (1993a), for example, identified 12 di-
mensions or levels of discourse. Gee (1990,
1996) also offered different conceptions of dis-
course and documented different levels of dis-
course organization and analysis.

Given the broad and varied application of
the term, there are nonetheless some common
elements adopted by discourse analysts. Dis-
course analysis is first and foremost analysis of
language in use (Brown & Yule, 1983). Accord-
ing to Hatch (1992), “Discourse analysis is the
study of the language of communication—spo-
ken or written. The system that emerges out of
the data shows that communication is an inter-
locking social, cognitive, and linguistic enter-
prise” (p. 1). Emphasis is put on the interlock-
ing relations between different components and
domains and the relations between text and
context.

I use discourse in this article as social texts
and how they are produced. Social texts can be
written, spoken, or symbolically articulated.
These texts are produced by people who occupy
particular positions in society who construct
reality from the viewpoints of those positions.
According to Rodger (1991), social work pro-
fessional discourse includes “the knowledge,
myths and received ideas as well as language,
circulating within the professional world of the
social worker” (p. 64). Discourse analysis aims
at elucidating how social texts are produced,
their relations to their sociopolitical contexts,
the social reality they construct, the claims they
make or the agendas they advance, the assump-
tions they contain, the social positions of the
authors of these texts, and the social relations
they assume or perpetuate.
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Using Chinese people as a case example, this
article investigates how ethnic minority groups
are constructed as social categories in North
American social work literature and in the pro-
cess identifies a number of important issues for
cross-cultural social work. The analysis follows
the “dossier” approach described by Foucault
(1975), which is most relevant to situations in
which there are different constructions of real-
ity and competing claims. A dossier, according
to Foucault, is

a case, an affair, an event that provided the
intersection of discourses that differed in ori-
gin, form, organization, and function. . .. All
of them speak, or appear to be speaking, of
one and the same thing; . . . But in their total-
ity and their variety they form neither a com-
posite work nor an exemplary text, but rather
a strange contest, a confrontation, a power
relation, a battle among discourses and
through discourses. And yet, it cannot simply
be described as a single battle; for several sepa-
rate combats were being fought out at the
same time and intersected each other. (p. x)

The dossier approach is one of the many
methods of discourse analysis. It is most useful
when a relatively well-defined domain and a
collection of texts can be identified. In other
forms of discourse analysis, the domain can be
more open-ended, and additional materials are
included in the process. In the analysis of a dos-
sier, materials are examined as constitutive of
discourses. Such a method is very different
from the conventional literature review, which
attempts to take stock of the current status of
professional knowledge in a given area. In this
method, the social work professional literature
is seen as a body of material articulating a dis-
course of its own.

It has been observed that professional dis-
course in social work is shaped by the dominant
discourses in the enveloping social context
(Chambon, 1994). It has also been pointed out
that academics and professionals, as elites in
society, participate in the generation of and
maintenance of dominant discourses (van Dijk,
1993a). Dominant discourses refer to social texts
and their mechanisms of production, which are
created and maintained by the more powerful

groups in society. These discourses dominate
the ways in which social reality is constructed,
including how “minority” groups are produced
as social categories and the positions assigned to
them in relation to the helping profession. To
elucidate the discursive characteristics of this
literature, publications are not necessarily taken
as authoritative sources of information, re-
search findings, theoretical knowledge, or pro-
fessional opinions. Instead, professional publi-
cations are examined with reference to their
discursive effects or the ways they guide and
influence conceptualization and practice in so-
cial work. These include how ethnic and cul-
tural differences are conceptualized, the relative
positioning of social workers and clients within
their sociopolitical contexts, and how particular
power relationships are created or maintained.
There is not a single method of discourse analy-
sis. Actual procedures adopted by analysts vary
widely, and a number of different procedures
have been documented by different authors
(Coyle, 1995; Parker, 1992; Potter & Wetherell,
1987; Seidel, 1985). The current analysis has
incorporated a number of commonly used pro-
cedures, including the following six steps:
1. composing a dossier of selected texts rel-
evant to the object of analysis
. reading and rereading of the dossier to
look for recurrent discursive patterns
. formulation of hypotheses
. testing the hypotheses against linguistic
evidence in the texts, including active en-
gagement with incompatible or
disconfirming cases
. wherever indicated, considering addi-
tional texts to examine contextual rela-
tionships
modifying hypotheses in relation to steps
4 and 5.

It should be emphasized that although a sys-
tematic method is adopted, discourse analysis
does not claim to objectively discover discursive
patterns that are embedded in the dossier. In
line with the basic assumption of discourse
analysis, the analysis report itself is, like other
social texts, a linguistically constructed social
reality and can itself be subjected to discourse
analysis (Coyle, 1995). The position of the ana-
lyst, in this case grounded in antioppressive and
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antiracist social work, conditions the selection
of substantive issues as well as the emphasis on
power positions and relations.

The value of a discourse analysis report is
assessed not in terms of objective discoveries as
claimed by positivistic scientific methods, but
in terms of its articulation of an alternative un-
derstanding of the selected texts. In social work
it is important that the reality constructed by
this alternative understanding is relevant to in-
forming professional conceptualization and
practice.

Social Work Literature Base

This article takes the representation “Chinese”
people in social work litera-
ture as a dossier, a case ex-
ample to examine how an eth-
nic group is constructed in
professional discourse. A set
of data for the present exer-
cise was selected from the So-
cial Work Abstracts electronic
database (National Associa-
tion of Social Workers
[NASW], 1997) from 1977 to
September 1997. This data-
base covers journal articles
and doctoral theses relevant
to social work practice, theory, and research
and does not include books and book chapters.
This selection, although obviously not repre-
senting the totality of professional social work
discourse, can be taken as reflective of some of
its major structures. I used “China” and “Chi-
nese” as keywords, and out of the more than
35,000 items, 189 citations were obtained
(about 0.54 percent). Only articles dealing with
the North American context were selected. This
selection was mainly made on the basis of ab-
stracts. In cases where the abstracts did not pro-
vide clear and sufficient information, the deci-
sion was made after reading the actual articles
(Au, 1996; Fung, 1994). Most of the items ex-
cluded deal with other geographical and
sociopolitical places (for example, China, Tai-
wan, Singapore, and Hong Kong). As a result,
84 items (67 journal articles and 17 theses) were
included in the analysis. The actual journal ar-
ticles were used in the analysis, but only ab-

As an essential identity,
ethnic identity is thought to
have unequivocal and
universal meanings that
transcend historical and
cultural boundaries.

stracts were used for the theses because of the
substantial time and cost required in obtaining
them. Because of the same accessibility issue,
readers who consult the literature database are
also more likely to use these abstracts than the
actual theses themselves.

Ethnic Categories and the Politics
of Representation

The current analysis focused on discursive pat-
terns in the dossier. Four major patterns were
identified: (1) the tendency of social work authors
to construe ethnic identity as essential, neutral,
and unproblematic categories; (2) “otherizing”
the client and the adoption of a cultural literacy
approach, which deals with
clients as members of ho-
mogenous groups; (3) nega-
tive social positioning of
Chinese people; and (4) the
mechanism of professional
knowledge production and
how the research agenda is
controlled.

“Essentializing” Ethnic
Identity

In the selected items, Chi-

nese people are usually rep-
resented as a generic group with little additional
information on within-group differences. Only
eight of the 84 items specify countries of origin
such as the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan,
Hong Kong, and Vietnam. Most of the other
items just label them Chinese. It is not uncom-
mon for Chinese people to be discussed under
the more generic category of Asian Americans
(Chan, 1976; Hong & Tsukashima, 1980;
Kitano & Chi, 1986; Lorenzo, 1988; Ma, 1995).
Such use of the label “Chinese” is rarely ques-
tioned in the social work literature. Most au-
thors are comfortable with putting individuals
under the category and assume that they share a
common ethnicity and a common culture.

This practice of representing ethnic identity
as essential, fixed, and stable is very common in
the dominant discourses in North America. As
an essential identity, ethnic identity is thought
to have unequivocal and universal meanings
that transcend historical and cultural boundaries
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(Brah, 1992). Such an essentialist understand-
ing of ethnic identity detracts from the point
that ethnic identity is not a neutral empirical
fact, but a socially constructed reality with defi-
nite values attached. Authors like Brah and
Bhabha (1994) have argued that ethnic identity
is never fixed and stable, but is rather con-
structed by the discursive practice of social
groups and constantly contested and renegoti-
ated. The term Chinese, for example, does not
have the standardized, stable, and
unproblematic characteristics implied by the
apparently neutral use of the term by social
work authors.

An examination of how the label Chinese is
used in different discursive practices provides
an interesting contrast to its use in social work,
thereby connecting the meaning of the label to
a broader context. Different speakers and au-
thors use the term to refer to different realities
and for different, and sometimes competing or
conflicting purposes while political and per-
sonal interests are negotiated. Outside the con-
text of North American social work discourse,
the term constitutes a site of contestation with
multiple participants driving a variety of politi-
cal agendas.

In what is geopolitically defined as China, or
the People’s Republic of China, there are many
people who do not belong to the dominant Han
ethnic group and have different levels of identi-
fication with the label Chinese. Some of these
people identify themselves as Chinese, but
many of them contest this label actively, some-
times violently. In Tibet, for example, being
Chinese is a contentious issue involving citizen-
ship, ethnic membership, religious affiliation,
cultural identification, and political allegiance.
Many Tibetans, therefore, do not identify them-
selves as Chinese whereas the government in
Beijing insists that they are Chinese citizens
(Hout & Goldstein, 1994). During the racial
riots in early 1997, the Uighur people in
Xinjiang were trying to assert who they are
while expressing their discontent with the Han
Chinese who are the dominant ethnic group in
the territory (“Trouble In,” 1997; Woo, 1997).
In 1996 Taiwanese and Chinese identities were
negotiated within a context of military and po-
litical tension during an election in Taiwan, or

the Republic of China. The Beijing government
ordered a war game targeting Taiwan, including
the launching of unloaded missiles, to threaten
the political parties and the voters in Taiwan
who were accused of advocating independence
or secession from the zhu-guo (ancestral-coun-
try) (“Lee Declares,” 1996; “Taiwan’s People,”
1996). On Taiwan, many local Taiwanese define
themselves as different from the mainland Chi-
nese who moved in with the Nationalist regime
in 1949. There is an active political party in Tai-
wan advocating a politically independent Tai-
wan that is totally separate from China. Many
of its supporters do not regard themselves as
Chinese (Rubinstein, 1993; Wachman, 1994).

Outside of this geopolitically defined China,
there are many people who cling to their Chi-
nese identity as the primary definition of self.
These people refer to themselves as Huagiao
(Chinese emigrants) or overseas Chinese
(Wang, 1991). Such identification is sometimes
associated with personal and political risk. In
Indonesia, for example, ethnic Chinese people
were targeted for assault and looting during the
riots that led to the resignation of President
Suharto in 1998 (“Protests, Violence,” 1998). In
contrast, for many people in Hong Kong, the
once British colony handed back to China in
July 1997, separating citizenship and ethnic
identity is an effective strategy of social and po-
litical survival. Hundreds of thousands of Hong
Kong people who are ethnically Chinese have
adopted foreign citizenship through emigration
to Canada, Australia, the United States, and the
United Kingdom to ensure some form of pro-
tection of their political and human rights after
the handover (Skeldon, 1994, 1997).

Following the analysis of Bhabha (1994), na-
tional or ethnic identity, instead of being as-
sured of stability and constancy as an essential
identity, is actually contingent on complex pro-
cesses through which people occupy different
sites of identification. I argue that being Chi-
nese involves complex processes of identifica-
tion, which are site-specific, varying across dif-
ferent sociopolitical contexts.

Instead of connecting with these intersecting
discourses, North American social work litera-
ture constructs an apparently neutral and
unproblematic category of Chinese. Chinese
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people so defined often are compared with
other “ethnic” groups such as African Ameri-
cans, Mexican Americans, and Japanese Ameri-
cans, who also are conceived in terms of generic
categories. It is of interest to note that Mexican
Americans and Hispanics are usually grouped
alongside the Chinese but distinguished from
“white people” The term “white non-Hispan-
ics” is sometimes used to reinforce this distinc-
tion (Becerra & Iglehart, 1995). This treatment
of ethnic categories reveals the politics of ethnic
identity construction, which is seldom based on
objective characteristics that naturally distin-
guish one group from another. People from
Mexico and South America, disregarding their
ethnic heritage and country of origin, have to
be separated from the other white people who
constitute the dominant group in North
America. In this instance, language, cultural,
and socioeconomic differences are probably
more critical than perceived skin color.

The more powerful individuals in society use
the politics of identity to maintain their privi-
leged positions. First, they use their own discre-
tion to select characteristics such as skin color,
gender, sexual orientation, religious affiliation,
historiography, and so on and make them crite-
ria for constructing social group memberships.
Socially constructed values usually are attached
to one or more of these characteristics, usually
with positive values assigned to the defining
characteristics of the powerful group and nega-
tive values assigned to the groups defined as dif-
ferent. The powerful group then issues exclu-
sionary and oppressive policies and actions to
people defined as different. Individuals who
have less effective claims to power often are lo-
cated or relocated to sites of identifications
where they are recipients of social and political
practices that marginalize and oppress them.
Such identity assignment usually perpetuates
the power structure, which is built by the
groups in power and reinforced by the domi-
nant discourses (Stanfield, 1984; Van Den
Bergh, 1995, van Dijk, 1993a, 1993b).

“Otherizing” the Client: The Cultural
Literacy Approach

Among the 84 selected items, most have taken
Chinese people as a group sharing common

characteristics. Many authors believe that their
Chinese clients or subjects, as a group, share
“unique cultural values” (Fung, 1994; Mui,
1996). Intergroup comparison, which reinforces
the notion of discrete ethnic categories as well
as the assumption of homogeneity within any
given group, is commonly performed (Chi,
Kitano, & Lubben, 1988; Hong & Hong, 1991;
Matsouka & Ryujin, 1991). There are many in-
cidents of general characterization of aspects of
Chinese culture such as hierarchical family struc-
ture (Li, 1988), filial piety and familism (Hong &
Hong, 1991), self-control and moderation (Ryan,
1985). By comparison, attention to intragroup
differences and diversity is relatively rare. A
number of items distinguish Chinese people
according to their country or place of origin but
treat these subgroups as relatively homogenous
(Colon & Woullet, 1994; Land, Nishimoto, &
Chau, 1988; Nishimoto, 1986, 1988).

Dyche and Zayas (1995) described this ap-
proach as the “cultural literacy model,” which
they think is the dominant approach in cross-
cultural social work. Within this model, clients
are categorized as members of specific ethnic
groups. Individuals thus categorized are as-
sumed to share sufficient personal, social, or
cultural characteristics to be subject to some
common description or methods of profes-
sional intervention (Ewalt, Freeman, Kirk, &
Poole, 1996; Green, 1995; Lee, 1997). General
descriptions of ethnic groups, their cultural tra-
ditions and practices often are offered together
with general guidelines for working with indi-
viduals categorized as members of these groups
(Aranda & Knight, 1997; Castex, 1994; Rhee,
1996).

Social work authors writing with this ap-
proach often assume that ethnicity belongs only
to the client. It is not unusual to read social
work publications focusing on specific ethnic
groups such as Chinese, Korean, South Asian,
Hispanic, African American, and Native or Na-
tive American without a chapter or section on
white or Anglo-Saxon peoples. Such an ar-
rangement in professional texts reveals an eth-
nocentric bias that projects ethnicity on to the
less powerful groups as well as a professional
bias that assumes that the worker is white. In
the present analysis, at least 40 of the 67 journal
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articles clearly adopted cultural literacy as-
sumptions or methods. Assessment on the the-
ses is less definite, because it is based only on
abstracts. Nonetheless, many of them (nine of
17) contain statements that clearly articulate a
cultural literacy stance.

Dyche and Zayas (1995) thought that there
were a number of problems with the cultural
literacy model. The first problem is the practical
impossibility of being conversant with every
cultural system with which an individual has
the possibility of engaging professionally. The
other difficulty is the risk of overgeneralization,
which draws the attention of the practitioner
more to the client’s cultural group membership
instead of individual characteristics. There is
also the risk of the practitioner using stereo-
typic “culture specific” technique, which may
not be appropriate for all clients in any given
cultural group.

Dyche and Zayas (1995), focusing more on
direct practice issues, offered an alternative ap-
proach that is more experiential and phenom-
enologically oriented. However, they did not
emphasize the political significance of such dis-
cursive practice. The cultural literacy approach
puts the practitioner in an expert position. The
practitioner learns about the culture of the client
to reinforce superior knowledge and professional
expertise. Ethnicity, or ethnicity other than be-
ing white, is constructed as a client characteris-
tic and therefore part of the problem situation
to be dealt with by the helping professional.
Such discursive practice effectively excludes the
view that ethnicity is something that everyone
has and shifts the focus of social work practice
from the similarities or differences between
worker and client to the ethnicity of the client.

It should be noted that this issue is not re-
solved even when the cultural literacy model is
cast aside and intragroup diversity is recog-
nized. In the few articles that addressed intra-
group difference and diversity (Arenas, 1978;
Li, 1994; Murphy, 1978; Sancier, 1982; Wu,
Enders, & Ham, 1997), ethnicity and associated
characteristics were still located within the cli-
ent group with no attempt to assess the simi-
larities and differences between client and prac-
titioner. As will be elaborated later in this
article, this structure of professional discourse

reinforces the location of less powerful social
groups—social work clients who are not
white—in positions of inferiority.

Negative Positioning

A central issue in discourse analysis is social po-
sitioning (Bordieu, 1990). Social positioning re-
fers to the discursive practice of assigning indi-
viduals or groups of individuals to particular
positions in relation to others. These assigned
positions are associated with particular power
relations and conditions. There is some consis-
tency among the 84 selected items regarding the
positions assigned to Chinese people as a social
category. Positions of marginality and inferior
power such as “immigrant” and “minority” fre-
quently are assigned to them. There is also dis-
proportionate representation of Chinese people
as clients or potential users of social services
rather than producers and providers. This is not
very different from the popular image of ethnic
minority people represented in North American
media. When Chinese people are represented as
professional helpers or service providers, they
are working with Chinese clients. There are
only four exceptions to this pattern. Two of
them are studies on Chinese social work stu-
dents focusing on recruitment and adjustment
issues (Mei, 1989; Ryan, 1991), again presenting
them as individuals in need of help. There is a
simulated study to compare how a Chinese
counselor is perceived differently from a white
one (Lee, Sutton, France, & Uhlemann, 1983).
Another is a case account by a Chinese psycho-
therapist working with a white boy (Tung,
1981), which is a rare example of professional
report on ethnic minority practitioners working
with white clients.

This disproportionate representation of Chi-
nese people in client rather than practitioner
positions can be attributed, at least in part, to
the actual underrepresentation of people of
color in the social work profession (Gibelman &
Schervish, 1993). This discrepancy nonetheless
highlights the barriers for people of color in
gaining access to positions of power and influ-
ence (van Dijk, 1993a, 1993b). Within the con-
text of social work, the restricted access of eth-
nic minority groups to professional status and
the tendency to assign ethnic minority members

Tsang / Representation of Ethnic Identity inNorth American Social Work Literature: A Dossier of the Chinese People
—

235

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permissionyypany. mani



to work with clients from similar ethnic back-
ground perpetuates the marginalization of this
population.

Apart from the unequal representation of
ethnic minority groups in practitioner and cli-
ent positions, another example of negative posi-
tioning can be found in the differential applica-
tion of the term “immigrant.” To identify
individuals belonging to ethnic minority groups
as “immigrant” is not a neutral description of
empirical fact but a discursive strategy support-
ing the political claims of the European colonial
settlers who were technically immigrants them-
selves. Historically, all white people coming to
North America were initially immigrants,
whereas black people who were brought here
against their will were not. After the Anglo-
Saxon group had established their dominance
and legitimated their own status as residents,
the immigrant label became much more tran-
sient for them as they easily assimilated into the
mainstream. The “immigrant” label was then
applied more frequently to European ethnic
groups other than the dominant Anglo-Saxon
group. There was also a period of harsh anti-
immigrant or antialien policies and legislations
directed at groups seen as undesirable by the
dominant groups. People of Chinese heritage,
for example, were subject to discriminatory
treatment such as quota system, head tax, and
systematic exclusion of women (Devore &
Schlesinger, 1999). More recently, the immi-
grant label is more often applied to Third
World settlers in the First World than to First
World settlers in the Third World.

Among the 84 items selected for the present
analysis, the term immigrant is often applied to
the Chinese people. At least 20 articles focus on
the immigrant status of the Chinese people they
studied. Often they are compared with other
groups similarly characterized as immigrants.
One interesting example revealing how the so-
cial position of Chinese people is conceived is a
study comparing the Chinese in San Francisco
with the Turks in Germany (Suzuki, 1978). To
determine if Chinese people are more fre-
quently represented as immigrants than white
people, another search was conducted on the
same Social Work Abstracts database (NASW,
1997). Only three articles were found on white

people as immigrants. Two of them were on
Irish immigrants (Hout & Goldstein, 1994,
Metress, 1985), and the other one was on immi-
grants from Eastern Europe (Baker, 1989).

White settlers in North America are much
less likely to be represented as immigrants.
They are naturalized as legitimate residents or
occupants of the land much faster than are
people who are not white. From a global per-
spective, North Americans who live and work
in Third World countries are not treated the
way immigrants are typically treated in North
America. They are seen as investors, visiting ex-
perts, professionals, or “expatriates,” who are
usually given more privileges than the locals.
They are rarely blamed for increased unemploy-
ment, crime rate, or welfare expenses. When
immigrant policies and services are discussed in
North America, white people usually are not
included.

A complementary phenomenon that high-
lights the politics of negative positioning is the
tendency to discuss issues related to ethnicity,
immigration, cross-cultural social services, and
so on in connection with issues related to the
Aboriginals, the Native Americans, or the First
Nations (Chambon & Bellamy, 1995). Whereas
the aboriginal communities can articulate dif-
ferent and often more powerful, political
claims, lumping them together with “immi-
grant minorities” serves to position them nega-
tively, or to marginalize them and weaken their
claims against the dominant white groups. In
the selected items, grouping of Native American
people with other immigrant groups, such as
the Chinese, also can be found (Arenas, 1978).
Positioning these diverse groups together as
ethnic and cultural minority groups who are
“different,” while selectively emphasizing the
immigrant status shared by some of them,
serves to minimize their claim vis-a-vis the
dominant white groups who are, by implica-
tion, positioned as legitimate citizens.

Controlling the Research Agenda

As I mentioned before, unlike content analysis,
discourse analysis pays attention not only to the
content of the texts, but also to the mechanism
of their production. Because those in power
have better access to the center stage of secure
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and legitimized position and to the discursive
mechanisms that put the less powerful “others”
on the periphery, they also control the agenda
of professional discourse. Effective discourse
structures systematically transform social texts
and the reality they construct. To understand
the mechanism of how professional discourse is
produced, I performed an examination of the
authorship of social work literature on the Chi-
nese. The first step was a tally based on the first
authors’ last names. I recognize that this
method has a few sources of error, including
the ambiguity of certain names such as Lee and
Tom, the possibility of Chinese people taking
on non-Chinese last names through marriage
or adoption and the possibility that some of the
Chinese last names do not belong to Chinese
authors. Authors also can be biethnic or bicul-
tural and do not fit in the simple category of
Chinese. Granted these caveats, this procedure
was intended as a means of obtaining an overall
picture rather than a precise quantification of
the distribution of authorship. The tally shows
that out of the 84 selected items, 43 were first-
authored by Chinese people. Chinese last names
are found among the coauthors in another eight
items. It is noted that among these 84 items,
there is a high proportion of doctoral thesis, 20
percent (n = 17), compared with the 8.6 percent
rate in the overall database (about 2,930 theses
in over 35,000 entries). Among the 17 theses, 11
(about 65 percent) were written by Chinese au-
thors. In contrast, among the 67 journal ar-
ticles, 32 (48 percent) were written by Chinese
first authors. These figures, granted that there
may be inaccuracies, reflect that studies on Chi-
nese people are more often done through doc-
toral dissertations or theses than expected. This,
together with the fact that there are only 0.54
percent of the database that deal with Chinese-
related issues, can be taken as a reflection of the
relatively unimportant position occupied by
Chinese people in professional social work lit-
erature. There is also a higher participation rate
of Chinese authors as doctoral students than as
independent researchers, possibly reflecting
their comparatively disadvantaged position as
authors of social work literature.

Associated with this situation is the way that
the research agenda is driven. For example,

Chinese people are known to have low rates of
alcoholism-related problems (Chi et al., 1988;
Yu & Liu, 1987), and the use of substances such
as heroin and cocaine or addictive/compulsive
gambling may represent more serious problems
in this community. In the literature items se-
lected, however, there are nine reports of re-
search on alcoholism involving Chinese people
but none on the other addiction problems. The
participation of Chinese researchers and au-
thors in this particular research area reflects the
discursive power of agenda setting over indi-
vidual researchers. It is easy to understand that
the research agenda is conditioned by institu-
tionalized mechanisms such as funding and
personnel recruitment. The particular research
program reflects the social position occupied by
Chinese people in an agenda dominated by the
interests and concerns of the white majority. It
raises the question of who are involved in the
generation of knowledge for whom. How the
research agenda is driven is to a large extent
conditioned by who is controlling it. Universi-
ties in North America have a long history of ex-
cluding ethnic minority members (Feagin,
Vera, & Imani, 1996; Henry & Tator, 1994;
Henry, Tator, Mattis, & Rees, 1995; Persico,
1990). The social work profession, similarly, is
dominated by white people (Gibelman &
Schervish, 1993). The politics of occupation of
academic and professional positions are inti-
mately tied to those governing the construction
of “social problems,” the legitimization of
needs, the design of service programs, and the
allocation of resources.

Discussion

The current exercise in discourse analysis repre-
sents an alternative use of professional social
work literature, which interrogates its status as
a body of legitimized knowledge claims. Instead
of simply being products of disciplined profes-
sional or scientific procedures, social work lit-
erature reconstructs reality according to the
structures of the dominant discourse. Terms such
as ethnic or immigrant, as argued earlier, are
not neutral descriptors but are signifiers origi-
nated from sociopolitical positions and relation-
ships. Although discourse analysis itself cannot
escape totally from the language conventions of
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its own context or automatically lead to liberat-
ing consequences, it opens up the possibility of
a more reflexive process in which the hope of
an alternative reality to be constructed can be
found. Bringing this reflexive process into social
work practice, a number of issues have to be
recognized.

Ethnic Identity Is Not Essential

The first issue is the recognition that concepts
such as ethnicity, race, nationality, or culture
are not neutral descriptors of essential, objec-
tive, and stable characteristics, but are socially
constructed notions used to serve multiple pur-
poses. When such categorical labels are applied
to individuals, the social worker should be
aware of the discursive effects they have. Un-
derstanding that when clients are categorized
they can often be put in a disadvantaged posi-
tion, social workers may have to negotiate such
labels with caution. The descriptor “ethnic,” for
example, should not be applied only to clients
who are not white. It should be recognized that
everyone, including the social worker, has
ethnicity. If the ethnicity of clients of color is
differentially emphasized, respect for individu-
ality and personal uniqueness may become a
white privilege. In addition, ethnic background
cannot be confused with cultural affiliation and
cultural orientation. People with similar ethnic
backgrounds may not internalize the same cul-
tural elements; and many people internalize
cultural elements from multiple cultural sys-
tems (Ho, 1995). People also may have different
levels of identification with a particular culture
depending on the extent of acculturation
(Ward, 1996).

Not only do individuals internalize selected
aspects of different cultural systems; they may
not always have the same identifications across
all social situations. Which aspect of one’s
identity becomes the most salient in any given
site of social or political engagement depends
on the particular circumstances of that site. In
different social work practice situations, a
client’s gender, sexual orientation, religious be-
lief, political conviction, age, socioeconomic
status, family status, or any other dimension of
identification may become especially relevant.
Maintaining that the ethnic or cultural identity

is always important or even central in all situa-
tions is likely to be erroneous. Clients should be
able to participate actively in defining the con-
text of engagement with the worker and the
service delivery system and decide what aspects
of their identity and experience are the most
relevant.

Moving Beyond the Cultural Literacy Approach

When clients are considered first and foremost
as members of a particular ethnic or cultural
group, they are understood and treated as such.
For example, when a client of Chinese back-
ground asks for help, some social workers may
consult academic or professional literature on
what characteristics Chinese people have, what
their culture is like, and specifically on how to
work with Chinese clients (Christensen, 1987;
Matsouka & Ryujin, 1991; Sue & Sue, 1991).
Even when parts of this literature are written by
Chinese authors, the social worker runs the
risk of stereotyping the client, assuming unifor-
mity that may not exist, and assigning particu-
lar significance to a selected aspect of the
client’s identity in a matter-of-fact manner.
Such practice emphasizes the client’s group
membership instead of the client’s individual-
ity. When a Chinese client’s experience and ac-
tions are understood with emphasis on his or
her being Chinese and a white client’s experi-
ence and actions are understood as unique and
individual, the individuality of the Chinese cli-
ent is compromised.

Instead of following the cultural literacy ap-
proach and trying to apply a set of group-spe-
cific techniques to all clients belonging to a par-
ticular ethnic group, social workers may adopt
procedures that recognize the wide variability of
client experience and presentation. An experi-
ential-phenomenological stance has been advo-
cated by Dyche and Zayas (1995), and specific
procedures have been recommended by a num-
ber of authors (Green, 1995; Kadushin &
Kadushin, 1997; Tsang & Bogo, 1997). These
procedures usually emphasize the following:
practitioner self-awareness, understanding of
the limitation of stereotypes, openness to learn-
ing directly from the client instead of assuming
expert knowledge, and attention to engagement
or alliance building.
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Repositioning Workers and Clients

As shown in the current analysis, Chinese
people, together with other people who do not
belong to the dominant white group, are often
negatively positioned in professional social
work discourse. The representation of white
people as legitimate citizens, professionals, and
service providers and people who are not white
as immigrants, and clients with ethnicity is a
discursive practice that maintains a certain so-
cial construction of reality. To counteract these
trends, a discursive practice with more equi-
table and inclusive representation of people
with different ethnic backgrounds has to be de-
veloped. Instead of focusing on client ethnicity,
social work literature should represent the
multiple dimensions of similarities and differ-
ences between worker and client. The partici-
pation of ethnically diverse people in service
provision should be more frequently reported.
In practice, social work research and practice
reports should include similar information on
the ethnicity, cultural identification, and cul-
tural orientation of both clients and workers,
instead of focusing only on the ethnicity of the
client.

Access to Control of the Research Agenda

Associated with negative positioning of people
of color in professional discourse is their actual
underrepresentation in positions of power.
Whereas social workers are openly committed
to social justice, the reality of power cannot be
underestimated. It has been suggested that pro-
fessional purpose, values, knowledge, and
methods are the core elements of social work
practice (Hepworth, Rooney, & Larsen, 1997).
What has to be emphasized more often is
power. Social workers mostly function on the
basis of institutional mandates and are funded
or supported by the more powerful social
groups in society. Professional purpose and val-
ues are articulations grounded in the dominant
discourses of particular societies in particular
historical times. Antiracism or multiculturalism
are themselves products of social discourse that
have recently gained more popular support in
North America.

The knowledge base that social workers use,
as the analysis shows, is also a product of social

and political processes. Given that access to the
profession and therefore access to the control of
resources, positions of influence, and mecha-
nisms of knowledge production is not equally
opened to individuals belonging to different
social groups, knowledge claims made by pro-
fessionals have to be assessed with reference to
the social positions they occupy. One of the
ways to empower individuals who are currently
disadvantaged is to facilitate their articulation
of their own identities, experiences, and agenda
and to increase their participation in public dis-
course as well as in knowledge production. This
requires major changes in the way the profes-
sion is currently organized, including the redis-
tribution of power and resources. Whereas spe-
cific procedures for change have been proposed
by a number of authors (Cross, Bazron, Dennis,
& Issacs, 1989; Dominelli, 1993; Persico, 1990),
the challenge for the profession is to mobilize
substantial action demonstrating its commit-
ment to its values.

Conclusion

Using the representation of Chinese people in
North American social work literature as a dos-
sier, this article examines the notion of ethnic
identity as a discursive strategy. The assumption
that ethnic categories such as Chinese have
stable meanings and significance across social
situations is shown to be problematic. The eth-
nocentric nature of the dominant professional
discourse also was revealed in the analysis. So-
cial workers practicing in an increasingly di-
verse cultural context have to be aware of the
assumptions on which professional purposes,
values, knowledge, and practice are built. Dis-
course analysis is inherently ideological (Gee,
1990, 1996), and the value orientation and
ideological commitment of the analyst influ-
ence the analysis and the conclusions drawn.
The hope is that the analysis will open up a
more reflexive process, which may produce al-
ternative ways of professional thinking and
practice. A critical engagement with profes-
sional discourse, as shown in this article, can
open up new directions of practice that are
more respectful of the individuality of clients as
well as their claims to reality construction and
political participation. H
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