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The Politics of Indigenization:
A Case Study of Development
of Social Work in China
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Internationalization and indigenization are dialecti-
cal processes of knowledge transfer. However, social
work literature has paid scant attention to the process
of indigenization, which can best be understood as one
of recontextualization. This paper introduces Basil
Bernstein’s theory, which contends that recontextu-
alization is a political process, as an analytical tool for
us to understand the politics of indigenization. To dem-
onstrate the usefulness of this tool, this paper analyzes
how, in China, the Ministry of Civil Affairs and social
work academics interactively compete for this control.

Keywords: Indigenization, recontextualization, China,
social work development, Basil Bernstein

Internationalisation and indigenization are two dia-
lectically interacting processes of knowledge transferring
mostly from developed to developing areas (M. C. Yan, 2005).
Compared to internationalisation, however, indigenization
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has received scant attention in Western social work literature.
A quick keyword search of articles listed in the Social Work
Abstract from 1978 to February 2005, for instance, revealed only
eight records containing the word “indigenization”. Discussing
social work, Walton and Abo El Nasr (1988) suggest that in-
digenization means a modification of non-native social work
discourse, by making it relevant to the importing country’s
values, needs and problems. They contend that indigenization
is a transition from an importing stage to one of authentication,
by which a domestic discourse of social work is built “in light
of the social, cultural, political and economic characteristics
of a particular country” (Walton & Abo El Nasr, 1988, p.136).
However, the actual process of indigenization, the means by
which an imported discourse is filtered, tested, grounded and
reproduced and what social forces may affect this process, has
not been satisfactorily explained.

Drawing from the experience of social work develop-
ment in China, and employing a sociological theory proposed
by the late British sociologist Basil Bernstein, this paper dis-
cusses and demonstrates how various social forces influence
the social work indigenisation discourses in China. In this
paper, discourse refers to two closely related meanings. First,
a discourse is a social configuration which embodies not only
thought, but also meanings and actions. In other words, it is
not what is being said but the “true” meaning of “preempted
through the social and institutional positions held by those
who use them” (Ball, 1990:2). Thus, different institutions gen-
erate their own discourse of actions and meanings. In this con-
nection, social work discourse refers to a mode of social con-
figuration with a specific set of values and practices as claimed
by its proponents through institutional process.

Second, according to Bernstein (2004), as a process, a
discourse also denotes “the social base of the pedagogic [or
social] relation, its various contingent realizations, the agencies
and agents of its enactment”. (p.364, Bracketed is the authors’
own interpretation) For Bernstein, recontextualization is a
dynamic process in which different discourses “are appropri-
ated and brought into a special relationship with each other,
for the purpose of their selective transmission and acquisi-
tion” (Bernstein, 2000, pp.46-47). Thus, this selection process
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is always political, and involves power relations between dif-
ferent social forces, with each of them trying to control the pro-
duction and reproduction of the dominant social configuration
of the discourse which is to be recontextualized into the local
context.

The purposes of this paper are twofold. The first is to
providereadersinvolved in transferring social work knowledge
to developing countries with an analytical tool — Bernstein’s
theory - that may help them to understand the politics of in-
digenization in the local arena. The second is, by examining
recent developments in social work in China, to demonstrate
the usefulness of this tool for readers who concern the issue
of indigenization of social work in other countries. We will
first briefly describe the current development of social work
education in China. Bernstein’s recontextualization theory will
then be introduced, and used to examine how the imported
discourse of social work is recontextualized in China. We shall
demonstrate how the recontextualization theory permits us
to locate the nature of conflicts, dilemmas and contradictions
created as a result of different field agencies competing to
define and limit the process of recontextualizing social work
into the Chinese context. Implications for international social
work practice will be examined.

Social Work Development in China

After 1949, a vast welfare and relief services delivery
system was established in China, under the auspices of the
Ministry of Civil Affairs (MoCA). Since then, the MoCA has
grown into a large bureaucracy, supported by a huge group of
non-professionally trained staff with little formal training in
social work. The mandates of the MoCA are manifold ranging
from registering associations, naming streets, operating funeral
service, taking care of veterans, coordinating relief work, and
operating welfare facilities. Many of these are urban adminis-
trative works. By the year 2000, the MoCA employed 1,658,359
people in thousands of welfare units (Department of Finance
and Administration Ministry of Civil Affairs of China, 2001).
Nonetheless, as Liu (2003b) observes, because the MoCA is re-
sponsible for all marginalized groups and relief work, social
welfare has gradually become one of its main focus. According
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to a study in Chonggqing, the quality of services delivered by
these units has been of major concern to the MoCA and, in the
early 1980s, the Ministry undertook a national policy of mod-
ernization, designed to upgrade these services to more profes-
sional levels (Nie & et al, 2004). Seeking to learn from interna-
tional experience, The MoCA turned to its counterparts in the
Western world and soon discovered the profession of social
work. To professionalize its own services, the MoCA decided
to import elements of Western social work and integrate them
into its existing practices.

The MoCA also turned to domestic institutions of higher
education for intellectual support by re-establishing social
work education programs that had briefly existed in some
universities prior to 1949. In 1989, the first of these programs
was re-inaugurated in Peking University with the support of
the MoCA. Since then, formal social work training has rapidly
been expanded, and to date, the China Association of Social
Work Education has 160 member institutions (CASWE, April
2005). The development of social work education in China has
been speedy, but not smooth, and two different discourses of
social work in China have emerged (Ge, 2000; S.B. Wang & Xu,
2003). The first one is a discourse mainly dominated by social
work scholars in universities and colleges, which argues that
social work in China, must include professional elements (in-
cluding formal training, the use of scientific knowledge, and
the development of scientific skills, humanistic values and
professional ethics) used throughout the developed world (S.B.
Wang & Xu, 2003). The other one is dominated by the MoCA,
which accepts the need for scientific and professional social
work, but emphasizes respect for local tradition and practice
within its own system.

A Process of Recontextualization:
Brief Overview of Bernstein’s Theory
In this paper, indigenization is understood as a process
of recontextualization. As a sociologist of education, Bernstein
argues that recontextualization is concerned with the construc-
tion of a pedagogical discourse that “is a principle for appro-
priating other discourses and bringing them into a special
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relation with each other for the purpose of their selective trans-
mission and acquisition” (Bernstein, 1996:47). It is, in essence, a
principle for appropriating knowledge from various other dis-
courses to form a unique discourse for cultural reproduction.
In its original development, recontextualization often refers to
the process of translating social forces into pedagogical pro-
cesses in a classroom and school context (Neves & Morais,
2001; Singh, 2002; Solomon & Tsatsaroni, 2001).

Furthermore, the recontextualization process necessi-
tates legitimizing change. According to Bernstein, this is regu-
lated by distributive rules that “mark and distribute who may
transmit what to whom and under what conditions, and ...
attempt to set the outer limit of legitimate discourse” (Bernstein,
1996:46). This, however, should not be taken to mean that there
is only one mode of interpretation permitted by the legitimiz-
ing ideology. According to Bernstein, the recontextualizing
principle creates its fields using different agents of recontextu-
alizing functions (Bernstein, 1996:47). Bernstein identifies two
important recontextualization fields - the official recontextu-
alization field (ORF) and pedagogic recontextualization field
(PRF). The former refers to various state agencies and minis-
tries, and the latter refers to various academic and research
institutions. Bernstein also suggests that “which discourse is
appropriated depends ... upon the dominant ideology in the
official recontextualizing field and upon the relative autonomy
of the pedagogic recontextualizing field” (Bernstein, 1996: 67).
Thus the relationship between these two fields defines which
discourses are to be recontextualized and how they are to be
recontextualized.

As we will demonstrate in this paper, there is keen
competition between these two fields to define the appropriate
meaning of modern professional social work in today’s China,
in which social work and social work education are in their
infancy stage. As a result, there is space for different social
forces with different ideology and vested interest to manoeu-
vre (Han, 1996; Tsang & Yan, 2001; S. B. Wang, 1998). At the
system level, we shall argue that recontextualization of social
work in China enables different social forces to appropriate
discursive resources from the international arena to further its
own domestic agenda. Power and control are therefore the key
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dimensions in understanding the recontextualization process;
as Bernstein argues, power constructs relationships between,
and control relationships within given forms of interaction
(Singh, 2002). The major power struggle manifested in the in-
teraction is the control of framing, which “is about who controls
what” (Bernstein, 1996, p.5, italics in original). Indigenization
can be understood as a framing process in which the Western
social work discourse, which is portrayed as one monolithic
entity, is selectively and discursively appropriated by various
parties in the local context; however, this appropriation is reg-
ulated by the rules of social order, i.e., the regulative discourse
which defines the hierarchical relationships of these compet-
ing parties and their expected conduct, character and manner
(Bernstein, 1996).

The Regulative Discourse
Governing Recontextualization

In China, the socialist market economy is the regulative
discourse that regulates all aspects of the framing process. For
instance, senior government officials have stated repeatedly
that social work is intended to serve the process of economic
reform, as a means of ensuring “ending fanyou” (stability and
prosperity) (Li, 1992; M. E Yan, 1996). One element of econom-
ic reform is China’s open door policy, which signals China’s
intention of becoming part of the global community. To be part
of the modern global community, China believes that jiegui, or
the process of becoming connected to the track of the Western
world, is necessary. Since the re-instatement of social work
education program in the early 1980s, social work educators
and officials from the MoCA alike have been actively engaging
with social work educators from the developed world, through
whom they intend to import “modern” knowledge and “sci-
entific” skills and social work methods from “Western” coun-
tries. In accordance with jiegui, professionalism and scientific
methodology have become the ultimate goals for both MoCA
officials and social work academics.

Indigenization is an issue that has troubled Chinese
society for more than a century. Beginning in the late Qing
Dynasty (late 1800’s), under pressure from Western imperial
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powers to make political and cultural concessions, intellec-
tuals in China started a debate on how to modernize China.
To Socialist China, however, jiegui does not imply the loss of
its sovereignty. Hence, the baseline of jiegui is not about total
Westernization, but rather about how Western knowledge and
technology and Chinese culture can compliment each other to
further China’s modernisation. The late Qing notion of Zhongti
Xiyong (Chinese corpus, Western application) has been reit-
erated as one possible model (Han, 1996; Huang, 1996; S. B.
Wang, 1998). According to this notion, Western social work is
perceived as a monolithic, modern and scientific entity that
can be transformed within an indigenous Chinese conceptual
framework (Tsang & Yan, 2001), and Western knowledge is
something that can be applied to serve a social agenda within
the Chinese political and cultural context (e.g., Lu, 1984).
Translated into the jargon of Socialist China, indigenization
can be understood as “Socialism with Chinese characteristics”. In
other words, to make Western knowledge useful to China, it
needs to be filtered, tested, grounded or even reproduced based
on local cultural, political and social experience and conceptu-
alization. The ideas of jiegui and Chinese characteristics set the
backdrop for the competition between the MoCA and social
work academics to recontextualize social work in China.

Two Competing Recontextualizing Fields in China

The importation of Western social work practice has
sparked heated debate about the indigenization of social
work in China. Despite the fact that the first formal social
work training program was initiated in 1984 by the MoCA,
tensions between the emerging professional social work ed-
ucation system and the well-established non-professional
MoCA system were observed as early as the late 1980s (Chau
& Liu, 2001). According to some leading social work scholars
in China, indigenous social work practices in China, based
as they are on imported Western knowledge, will only gain
social acceptance if they reflect the professionality (i.e., nature of
professionalism) found in the international social work arena
(Yuen-Tsang & Wang, 2002), which is deeply rooted in Western
culture (Hugman, 1996; J. Midgley, 1981). MoCA theorists, one
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ling a social work journal - China Social Work, an official
discursive space through which different partners could be
involved in the process of recontextualizing social work. This
journal was published under the leadership of the MoCA, but
was supported and edited by social work educators. However,
for some reason this was a short-lived journal that lasted only
several years. Since its discontinuation, MoCA's departmental
journals have become some of the very few arenas for the dis-
cussion of social work and social welfare in China.

By controlling the welfare units in the field, the MoCA
limits not only the discursive space of the PRE, but also its in-
fluence in direct practice, the final pedagogic site for social
work academics to test their indigenised knowledge. As seem-
ingly the sole employer, the MoCA controls the employment
situation of social work graduates. Despite the rapid increase
in the number of social work programs in China in recent
decades, the Chinese government did not officially proposed
to accept social work as an occupation until July 2004. Lacking
an employable occupation, there is no social niche through
which scholars engaged in formal social work education pro-
grams (PRF) can indigenise their knowledge through research,
practice and student internship. By controlling the job market
and fields of practice, the MoCA limits the discursive space
of social work academics to classrooms, conferences and writ-
ings, which are restricted channels confined within the aca-
demic arena. As a result, the pedagogical recontextualizing
field becomes merely armchair discussion.

PRF: Dilemma and Resistance of Social Work Academics

The MoCA (ORF) has control over the actual operation
and delivery of social welfare services, and direct control of
welfare units and its massive personnel. However, it has no
jurisdiction over social work education programs, which are
the province of the Ministry of Education (MoE) at both the
central and local levels. As a result, although the MoCA rein-
troduced social work education programs to the higher educa-
tion system, it has only limited control over the content and
method of social work education programs. In other words,
the pedagogic recontextualizing field extant in the higher edu-
cation system is influenced by two official recontextualizing
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fields instead of one, although it is more likely to be regulated
by the administrative, financial and discursive rules laid down
by the MoE rather than those of the MoCA. This, in accor-
dance with Bernstein’s theory, has given social work scholars
a degree of relative autonomy to define the pedagogic recon-
textualizing field of social work. However, this does not mean
that social work education program can just produce its own
group of social workers, because the social workers they train
need to work under the remit imposed by the MoCA.

Yet, nowhere in the literature or official document can
we find that MoE and MoCA are in direct competition. Instead,
MokE'’s role in the debates over social work'’s professionality is
relatively indirect, for MoE has no direct interest in how social
work is practised in the field. Its main concern is to ensure that
its jurisdiction is not trespassed by other government depart-
ments, namely MoCA in this case, and the rules of the regu-
lative discourse are embraced within the curriculum design.
However, two decisions made by MoE have greatly empow-
ered the PRF in the recontextualization process. First, as it has
tight control over the use and publication textbooks, the MoE
can ensure that any new pedagogical knowledge transmit-
ted in the social work program will not violate China’ state
policies or, more important, its socialist ideology. To standard-
ize social work education as expected by the MoE, the China
Association of Social Work Education (CASWE), which was
set up in 1994 to coordinate and facilitate the development of
social work education in China (Yuen-Tsang & Wang, 2002),
recently published a new set of textbooks. These books are
based on a core social work curriculum recommended by the
CASWE but endorsed and published by the Higher Education
Department of the MoE. In the standard, it is clearly spelled
out that social work in China is understood (at least by MoE in
agreement with the CASWE) to be a profession that is guided
by altruism, embraced by a set of values based on scientific
knowledge, and employing professional skills to help people
to help themselves (Department of Higher Education Ministry
of Education, 2004). Consequently, MoE reinforces the social
work academics while running against MoCA's authority in
defining social work in China.

Second, in the early 2000s, the MoE conducted a reform
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of higher education that included the approval of more than
125 new social work education programs. A critical mass of
social work scholars has more or less been formed. At the same
time, however, the higher education reforms further weaken
MoCA’s domination of the recontextualization and sets back
its influence in the recontextualization process by disabling
MoCA'’s training arms. As part of the higher education reform,
the China College of Civil Affairs was downgraded back to
cadre training institute status, as were many other training in-
stitutes operated by various ministries. By restructuring higher
education in China, the MoE indirectly empowers the PRF.
Meanwhile, the PRF also has inherent problems that
hamper its control of the recontextualizing process. The ma-
jority of social work scholars in China were trained in various
social science disciplines such as sociology and anthropology;
only a handful of social work scholars have formal education in
social work, mainly from Hong Kong. While this diverse edu-
cational background means these scholars have broad-ranging
knowledge and insights from various disciplines that may fa-
cilitate the indigenization process, their lack of formal social
work training and practice experience weakens the scholars’
credibility and that of the agencies in the PRF in general. As a
result, social work academics have turned to their counterpart
outsides China for support, and since 1986, frequent and active
exchanges between social work educational institutes in China
and foreign social work schools have taken place (Garber,
1997). Particularly important to this exchange are social work
institutions in Hong Kong, due to its unique status of having
strong cultural links to both China and the West and its geo-
graphical proximity (Chau & Liu, 2001; Ngai, 1996). Frequent
academic exchanges, like conference and seminars, have been
organized, and social work education institutes in Hong Kong
have actively recruited social work educators from China into
their graduate programs. Currently, Hong Kong higher educa-
tion institutes are offering at least two Master of Social Work
programs to other Chinese scholars. As Yan (2005) observes,
the efforts of Hong Kong social work education institutes to
assist their counterparts in China to develop social work edu-
cation is a part of their own survival strategy following Hong
Kong’s return to China. By instilling a Western model of pro-
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fessional social work and strengthening their counterparts in
Mainland China, the social work profession in Hong Kong
may be able to shape the future of China’s national policy vis-
a-vis the welfare system. As such, the outside-mainland-China
influence they exert further complicates the competition of the
two recontextualizing fields.

Competing and Collaborating:
Dilemma of the Two Fields

The competition between the ORF (MoCA) and the
PRF (social work academics) is not absolute, and the bound-
ary between the two fields is sometimes inter-penetrable. For
instance, social work scholars have repeatedly raised concerns
about job opportunities for their graduates (e.g., Chau & Liu,
2001; Liu, 2003a; S. B. Wang, 2000). While social work has, since
2004, been a recognized occupation in China, most social work
graduates have not been able to find work in their field. Many
of them end up working in the private sector in jobs that are
irrelevant to social work. This creates pressure for social work
education institutions to work closely with the MoCA, which
dominates social service provision and leads the planning of
social policies and services in China (Yuen-Tsang & Wang,
2002). Also, in order for their students to gain practical expe-
rience, social work education institutions must rely on local
MoCA units and cadres to provide practicum opportunities.

Although the MoCA controls the employment oppor-
tunity, it cannot ignore the social work academics. After all, to
conform to the dominant discourse of modernization, MoCA
needs to rely on the academics which are relatively in a better
position intellectually and politically to connect with the inter-
national arena, i.e., jiegui. For its part, the MoCA also under-
stands that if it is to upgrade its services, it needs to build an
alliance with emerging social work scholars, who can provide
it with the theoretical and technical support needed and in-
service training to its massive untrained workforce. By becom-
ing involved with MoCA's in-service training, social work ed-
ucators may be able to export their concept of what constitutes
professional social work to MoCA’s staff. On the other hand,
they may also legitimise MoCA'’s claim that civil affairs con-
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stitute social work, and upgrading MoCA cadres may further
delay the need for the MoCA to hire professionally trained
social work graduates.

The MoCA also functions as part of the PRF through
its local training arms. In 2004, about seven members of the
CASWE were training arms of the MoCA, although most of
them were at the provincial or municipal community college
level. As Yan and Tsang (2005) have found, social work pro-
grams in China tend to include some unique elements from
their sponsoring institutions, and MoCA's participation in
PRF discursive activities such as conferences and publications
allow it to influence the PRF by advocating its own ideas in the
pedagogic recontextualizing field.

Recently, the growth of the PRF, particularly with
support from the MoE and other external agencies, has led
the MoCA to soften its stand. Recently, Ministry officials and
policy analysts have recognized that, if it is to become a modern
helping institution, it must reconcile the differences between
traditional civil affairs and the newly emerging discourse of
social work imported from the developed world. Some indi-
viduals promote the idea of separating MoCA'’s dual mandates
— social welfare services and urban administration — and re-
aligning its organizational structure (S. B. Wang, 1999; Zhu,
2004). Another move that could blur the boundary between
the ORF and PRF is Shanghai’s recent establishment of a social
worker registration system. Based on academic qualification,
the registration system identifies two levels of occupational
status: social worker and social work assistant, with each cate-
gory having its own qualifying examination. Intriguingly, both
levels require a certain number years of relevant social work ex-
perience, which is still largely monopolised by the civil affairs
system. The Shanghai system, on the one hand, officially rec-
ognizes social work as an occupation within the government
system and provides a mechanism for the MoCA to transform
and increase the “professionality” of its own workforce by hiring
trained social work students; on the other hand, however, its
establishment may benefit the existing service providers (i.e.,
civil service cadres), by allowing them to achieve professional
status through examination rather than formal training.

In brief, in China, both the MoCA and social work ac-
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ademics agree that Western social work must be filtered and
reframed within China’s politico-cultural context. However,
beneath the surface of this agreement lies a competition to define
professionality in social work within the context of Socialism with
Chinese characteristics. This competition is not only about two
rival or competing forces. Located in different social positions,
agencies in the two recontextualization fields may intersect
with other social forces that indirectly complicate the process.
For instance, the MoE and social work academics from outside
China have empowered social work academics, even though
their very existence was initiated by and requires the support
from the MoCA. The interaction between the ORF and PREF, as
demonstrated in the case of China, is always political.

Conclusion: Implications to
International Social Work

This paper has examined the politics of indigenization
of social work in China by using Bernstein’s recontextualiza-
tion theory. We argue that indigenization is a political process,
in which competing social forces try to dominate the recontex-
tualization of an imported discourse, and that it is necessary
to understand how these forces interact. Bernstein’s theory, by
identifying how agencies of two competing fields (i.e., the of-
ficial recontextualization field and the pedagogic recontextual-
ization field) interact, provides a useful theoretical framework
for understanding the development of social work not only in
China but also in other countries in at least twofold. First, we
contend that this theory is important to the emerging concern
of international social work among the social work profession
in North America (Healy, 2001; Hokenstad & Midgley, 1997;
Midgley, 1992). Among the many forms of international social
work is the one that involves international exchange among
social work scholars. However, so far, the exchange has been
criticized as a one-way process in which colleagues in the de-
veloped countries are invited to and take initiative to introduce
what they know and what they practice in their own country
to their counterparts in the developing world. To avoid profes-
sional imperialism (Midgley, 1981), the principle of inter-de-
pendence has been promoted.
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Nonetheless, Yan (2005) contends that inter-depen-
dence must be established upon a mature indigenization of
social work practice in the developing country. So far, the un-
derstanding of indigenization has not been fully explored in
the international social work literature. As demonstrated in the
case of China, indigenization is a political process. Bernstein’s
recontextualization theory provides social work practitioners,
who involve in the social work development in the developing
country, not only a theoretical framework to understand how
indigenization may work among indigenous actors but also to
sensitize their reflexivity as outsiders of an internal political
process. To prevent professional imperialism may also imply
that we should be cautious not to intrude into the recontextu-
alization process. After all, if social work is a social construc-
tion, then it may need to be contextualized within the cultural-
socio-political context in which it is practiced (Payne, 1997).

Second, this paper employs Berntein’s recontextual-
ization theory to analyze the indigenization process in a case
country. While this theory is originally developed to account
for the social basis of the ways in which social meaning is se-
lected, interpreted and transformed into pedagogic meaning,
which is commonly called school knowledge, it is also useful
for social work educators to understand how the social work
curriculum is being constructed in our society. Like the pro-
fession itself, social work education has been in constant revi-
sion to reflect the social demands, such as “shifting of govern-
ment ideology” (Popple, 1995; Reisch, 1998; Wenocur & Reisch,
1989) “therapeutic culturalism” (Epstein, 1994, 1999; Specht
& Courtney, 1994), “globalization” (Ife, 2000), just to name a
few. However, resistance to change has also sparked constant
debate within the profession in terms of its own missions and
identity (e.g., Gibelman, 1999; Gibelman, 2000; O’Neill, 1999,
Specht & Courtney, 1994).

More or less, the social work curriculum is the result of
social chemistry between social work educators and external
forces. Berntein’s recontextualization theory offers us a tool
to understand how this process shapes what we teach in the
schools of social work in our own society. More importantly,
Bernstein’s theory of recontextualization helps us to locate the
parameter of autonomy within the institutional and discursive
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constraints marked and shaped by political and social forces.
Such understanding will be critical to the profession, members
of which have been seeking to confirm its own identity since its
very early day. If indigenization is about recontextualization of
knowledge, then it is not something only for the exotic societ-
ies in the developing world but also a local phenomenon that
most people in the developed world may have overlooked.

In summary, in order to understand indigenization as a
political process of recontextualization, it is important to know
not only what discourse is being imported, but also how the
importing discourse is to be contextualized (Bernstein, 1996).
However, recontextualization is not something unique to the
socialist China, but also a local phenomenon in any form of
society. As a case study, the development of China social work
education is used to demonstrate how Bernstein’s theory can
be used to understand the competition of different actors and
forces in determining the pedagogical construction within a
particular socio-political context. More important, we also
contend that the same theoretical framework is useful for our
own self-analysis.
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