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Abstract 

Anti-oppressive practice is a commonly accepted concept in social work education that 

concentrates on alleviating oppression and advancing social justice. The goal of this research is 

to highlight the social work studentsô perspectives on anti-oppressive practice and to uncover 

their experiences of anti-oppressive practice in the field and classroom.  

A comparative case study based on photovoice was conducted with social work students 

from Canada and Finland. A diverse group of graduate and undergraduate students participated 

in this research. Qualitative interviews were conducted with research participants in conjunction 

with the photovoice discussion. The social work studentsô responses were coded and 

summarized, with major themes emerging as a consequence. 

Research findings indicate that most social work students who participated in this study 

have a positive view of anti-oppressive practice. The majority of participants position themselves 

as anti-oppressive social work practitioners, however, some perceive the anti-oppressive practice 

as purely theoretical, as opposed to be a part of practical social work. Also, all students 

demonstrated awareness of oppression and recognized the importance of anti-oppression. 

Differences that were found between student responses in samples from Finland and Canada are 

discussed. 
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Introduction  

The ideas of anti-oppression and anti-discrimination are prominent in contemporary 

social work research and practice, and widely engaged in social work curricula. The literature 

provides an overview of the main premises of an anti-oppressive paradigm. Starting as a radical 

new concept, anti-oppressive practice (AOP) has since evolved and made its way into social 

work practice, research and education. Social work students are exposed to an anti-oppressive 

perspective in the classrooms and, possibly in their workplaces, field placements or voluntary 

placements.  

The following study focused on social work studentsô perspectives of anti-oppressive 

practice. Two groups of students were engaged in a comparative case study. The first group was 

recruited at the University of Tampere in Tampere, Finland, and the second at the University of 

Manitoba.  

The students participated in a photovoice project. The photographs taken by students 

reflected their perspectives on oppression and anti-oppression. These images were discussed in 

groups. The student discussion was digitally recorded and analyzed to learn about the answers to 

these questions.  

Research questions 

The primary goal of this research is to determine how the two groups of social work 

students, who are both undergraduates and graduates, perceive an anti-oppressive perspective 

and see its practical application in Canada or Finland.  

The research questions for this study are: 
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i. What are social work studentsô perceptions of anti-oppressive practice? 

How do they conceptualize it as a theory? 

ii.  How do the students see themselves as anti-oppressive practitioners in the 

social work field? 

iii.  What is the social work studentsô experience of social work education 

related to anti-oppression? 

iv. What are the similarities and differences found in perspectives on AOP of 

students from Canada and Finland? 

Overview and Purpose of the Study 

There are several reasons for conducting this research. The literature is abundant in 

explanations of anti-oppression and related concepts, descriptions of projects or services 

conducted from an anti-oppressive perspective, and conceptualization of anti-oppression 

education for social work students. However, little is known about the studentsô own 

perspectives and reflections on anti-oppressive practice.  

A comparison between two groups of social work students in Finland and Canada can 

provide a view on AOP from another perspective. Most of the AOP knowledge has been 

generated in societies with a long term multicultural tradition and colonial past, such as North 

America, Great Britain, and to some extent Australia. On the other hand, multiculturalism is a 

relatively new phenomenon in Finland. Besides the traditional minorities of Sami and Finns of 

Swedish origin, Finland was introduced to multiculturalism around 20 years ago. Womenôs 

oppression also has a different history in Finland, with womenôs position being historically more 

equitable than in Canada. These differences offer a potential for rich cross-cultural dialogue.  
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The participatory action methodology (Padgett, 1998; Rogers, 2012; Strier, 2007) used in 

this research provided the social work students with an opportunity to present their perspectives, 

reflect on their experiences, and engage in creating visual images. The students were able to take 

roles as co-researchers and gain an insider experience of social work research.  

Knowing the studentsô perceptions of anti-oppressive practice and their experience of 

anti-oppression in social work education, recommendations towards improved teaching of anti-

oppressive perspective can be made. Understanding studentsô views on anti-oppressive practice 

as they are becoming social work practitioners can contribute to the knowledge base in social 

work and fill existing gaps in understanding of AOP in both countries. 

1. Literature review  

1.1. Anti -oppressive practice in North American research, education and practice. 

1.1.1. Understanding oppression in social work theory and practice. 

Attention to various forms of oppression and discrimination has been present in social 

work for a long time, but grew within the last few decades. It is now firmly embedded in social 

work theory, research, education, and practice. The International Federation of Social Workers 

(2013) proclaims in its Ethical Principles Statement that ñsocial workers have an obligation to 

challenge social conditions that contribute to social exclusion, stigmatization or subjugation, and 

to work towards an inclusive society.ò Other ethical principles include the responsibility of social 

workers to challenge negative discrimination on the basis of  ñability, age, culture, gender or sex, 

marital status, socio-economic status, political opinions, skin colour, racial or other physical 

characteristics, sexual orientation, or spiritual beliefsò (IASW, 2013), and recognizing diversity. 

The CASWE (2012) Standards for Accreditation include the requirement: ñSocial work students 
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have knowledge of how discrimination, oppression, poverty, exclusion, exploitation, and 

marginalization have a negative impact on particular individuals and groups and strive to end 

these and other forms of social injusticeò (p. 10).  

Understanding oppression is crucial in modern social work, because it is considered to be 

an underlying cause of many social problems. Oppression is a complex social phenomenon 

which can take various forms and exists on personal, cultural and structural levels. Bishop (2002) 

argues that all oppression has one root. It stems from the desire of an oppressive group to benefit 

from the resources of the oppressed. Various forms of oppression are sustaining each other, and 

it is not possible to end one form of oppression without ending them all. Even though Bishop 

(2002) avoids creating hierarchies of oppression since they cannot be quantified, she views 

classism somewhat separately. Class is the final product of using privilege and oppression. ñThe 

other oppressions are building tools; class is the wallò (p. 84).  

Establishing oppressive relations includes creating a social ñnormò and labelling those 

who are different from it as inferior. The negative stereotypes imposed on subordinated groups 

can eventually become internalized (Mullaly, 2002). Members of these groups start viewing 

themselves as deviant and sometimes behave according to the imposed stereotypes, reinforcing 

their oppression. For example, some violence against Aboriginal women in Manitoba perpetrated 

by Aboriginal men contradicts the cultural norm and is a result of a stereotypical portrayal of 

Aboriginal men as violent (Hamilton & Sinclair, 1991). Maracle (1996) elaborates on 

internalized racism and imposed patriarchal norms. She writes about her experience as an 

Aboriginal woman, describing sexism coupled with racism that leads to violence against 

Indigenous women. Maracle (1996) considers dehumanization inflicted on Aboriginal people by 

their colonizers to be the reason for violence. 
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Internalized oppression makes clients feel that they have much less control over their 

lives than they actually do (Brown, 2007).  It is an obstacle to peopleôs liberation because of the 

imposed belief that the only way to be a proper human is to be like the oppressor (Arges & 

Delaney, 2006). Oppression is a consequence of inegalitarian social structures in which the 

privileged groups unfairly benefit from the subordinated ones. Discrimination, social exclusion 

and negative stereotyping are tools for maintaining and justifying privilege (Dominelli, 2002). 

These tools are forms of violence which are necessary to keep subordinated groups under control 

(Bishop, 2002).  

1.1.2. The key concepts of AOP. 

The concept of anti-oppressive practice is prominent in social work knowledge generated 

in Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Anti-oppressive practice unites the 

opposition to oppression of different groups, such as women, racial minorities, Aboriginal 

people, people with disabilities, those of lower socio-economic status, LGBTTQ people, and 

other groups. The concept of anti-oppressive practice was preceded by post-modern and post-

structural theories, as well as structural social work (Baines, 2007). In the beginning of the 1990s 

attention was paid to all forms of oppression which resulted in the formation of a new anti-

oppressive perspective (Collins & Wilkie, 2010). AOP has since evolved into a philosophy or, as 

Thomas and Green (2007) put it, a ñway of lifeò, an ñactive stance and way of being in the world 

around usò (p. 97).  

Anti-oppressive social work advances social justice by challenging the traditional power 

relations and structures, as well as mainstream social service practices. The traditional approach 

social work sees the source of social problems in individual pathology, operates within the 

oppressive system without trying to change it and does not welcome a critical perspective. The 
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AOP approach opposes this conventional model of social work practice by refusing to 

individualize social problems and linking personal to the political instead. AOP recognizes 

oppression within social work itself and acknowledges that social workers often are the agents of 

oppression (Baines, 2007; Dominelli, 2002; Rogers, 2012; Strega, 2007). Concepts of privilege, 

power and oppression are central to AOP (Yee & Wagner, 2012).  

A notion of power is frequently used to understand oppression and hence, AOP. Power 

relations are connected to oppression and can be traced not only to the larger society, but also in 

social work practice and research (Barnoff & Coleman, 2007; Dominelli, 2002; Rogers, 2012). 

Strier (2007) argues that social work is shaped by oppressive relations. The encounters of social 

workers with their clients, the organization of work within the social service agencies, and 

relations between the agencies and the state are hierarchical and marked by power imbalances.  

Globalization, neo-liberalism and workplace restructuring provide contexts for current 

anti-oppressive practice (Dominelli, 2002). Changing workplace conditions in social work reflect 

an increased influence of neo-liberal values. Few opportunities exist for social workers to voice 

their opinions and shape the policies of their organizations (Smith, 2007). 

Dominelli (2002) describes ñpower over, power to and power ofò (p. 17). ñPower overò 

refers to the relations of dominance and societal division of people into those who are ñnormal 

and those who are not. As a result, oppressive processes of ñotheringò and imposing occur. 

ñPower toò or ñpower withinò, as originally conceptualized by Starhawk (1987), represent 

peopleôs capacity to carry out actions. ñPower ofò is used in a context of individuals coming 

together for a specific purpose. Bishop (2002) refers to the latter using Starhawkôs (1987) term 

ñpower withò which is an attribute of co-operative cultures and interpersonal relations. 
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Patai (1998) and Mullaly (2002) note that the distribution of power is complex. Patai 

(1998) strongly objects to viewing the members of subordinated groups as passive, powerless 

victims. According to Mullaly (2002), it is not possible to draw a straight line between those who 

have power and those who do not, because all persons have multiple identities. There are very 

few people who entirely belong to a group of the oppressed or to the oppressors. Therefore, even 

those from the most subordinated groups wield power as well, or have certain privileges in some 

situations (Mullaly, 2002; Tuason, 2005). Also, the presence of multiple identities means that 

members of the oppressed groups are different and should not be treated as a homogeneous 

group. Baines (2007a) suggests that social work practitioners use their privilege for the sake of 

helping the clients. Baines (2007a) presented an example from practice, in which she described 

how she used her ñwhite, middle class privilege in the form of [her] lawyer-like advocacy skillsò 

(p. 63) to help the client. Gormley (2005) described using white privilege as a means of making 

the voices of people of colour heard within an academic environment. However, one needs to be 

careful to not justify and sustain white privilege, or assign it a positive meaning because of its 

possible advocacy use. When white privilege is used to help out people of colour in a given 

situation, the power inequality remains, and those helped may be patronized (Enders & Gould, 

2009).  

In a compilation of academicsô and professionalsô experiences of oppression and 

privilege, several authors (Megivern, 2005; Tuason, 2005; Lo, 2005) emphasize the importance 

of seeing oneôs own privilege despite belonging to an oppressed group. Through personal stories, 

they provide examples of feeling oppression, then discovering their middle-class, white or able-

bodied privilege and becoming increasingly aware of their role as agents of change. Barsky 

(2005) uncovers the concept of assumed privilege, providing his example of hiding and revealing 
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his homosexual identity. ñComing outò causes him to lose his assumed heterosexual privilege 

every time he discloses his sexual identity in different social environments, but also provides 

opportunities to advance social justice for the LGBTTQ community. As Deines (2005) and 

Delgado-Romero (2005) demonstrate, assumed white privilege can occur in people of mixed 

racial ancestry, who nonetheless look Caucasian and speak the normative way. In these cases, 

identity struggles and a desire for a more equal society caused the authors to consciously 

relinquish their privilege on multiple occasions.  

Mullaly (2002) identifies the principles of AOP as social transformation, realistic 

expectations (towards eliminating oppression), critical self-reflection, and support and study 

groups to foster liberation. Dominelli (2002) emphasizes the importance of social workersô 

ability to reflect on their values and identity as crucial to their relationship with clients.  

An anti-colonial framework is a significant part of AOP. It recognizes multiple ways of 

knowing and strives to bring them into the academic environment. An anti-colonial perspective 

sees spirituality as an integral part of Indigenous knowledge (Shahjahan, 2009). In a study which 

involved spiritual-minded scholars, Shahjahan (2009) demonstrated a connection between AOP 

and a spiritual stance. The scholarsô spirituality led them to integrate non-western approaches in 

classroom teaching. Thomas and Green (2007) define one meaning of AOP as a perspective 

which values the sacred knowledge of Indigenous peoples.  

The notion of cultural competence is closely connected to AOP. Cultural competence or 

cultural sensitivity is understood as paying deliberate attention to the differences and similarities 

of diverse clients in designing and implementing social programs. The social workers who 

operate from the perspective of cultural competence should be aware of their own cultural 
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background, as well as the racial, cultural and ethnic groups of their clients. They need to be 

empathetic and commit to working with diverse groups in an ethical manner (Este, 2013). 

Another similar concept is cultural safety. This term emerged in nursing work with the Maori 

population in New Zealand. Cultural safety means a safe environment for people, in which their 

identity is not denied or challenged (Williams, 1999). However, ambivalent attitudes exist 

towards cultural competence. Some authors (Bishop, 1994; Freeman, 2007; Mullaly, 2002) point 

out the importance of knowledge about history, but not about culture; and others see the need for 

more radical anti-racist approaches to replace cultural sensitivity practice (Strier, 2007). 

Dominelli (2002) is skeptical about teaching cultural competence, and suggests that social 

workers ask service users about their culture on a one-to-one basis. According to Ford (2000), 

social workers who are striving towards culturally sensitive service should avoid superimposing 

their experiences by building mutual understanding rather than trying to understand their clientôs 

cultural background. Freeman (2007) cautions social workers about providing culturally specific 

services, and points out that only an insider of the culture should be offering services based on 

traditional knowledge or practices.  

On the other hand, several studies (Kelley & MacLean, 1997; Parrott, 2009) demonstrate 

the importance of a culturally competent approach to better serving the clientsô needs. The 

studies speak particularly about serving elderly clients and hospice patients. Language barriers, 

religious differences, dietary preferences and other cultural factors contributed to unmet needs in 

mainstream services. On a larger scale, a lack of cultural competence causes confusion in social 

workers. For example, incidents of domestic violence or child abuse may be overlooked or 

mistaken because of implied cultural factors; or given too much attention. As a result, 

inappropriate interventions which are either excessive or insufficient occur (Dominelli, 2002; 
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Parrott, 2009). Therefore, Parrott (2009) emphasizes the need for increased inclusion of 

culturally sensitive approaches along with AOP in the social work curricula.  

Language is a powerful tool for maintaining or resisting oppression. Oppressive language 

is not always intentional and goes beyond obviously offensive words. Even officially defined and 

appropriate sounding terms can be depersonalizing, dehumanizing, excluding and discriminatory 

(Thompson, 2006). Changing the words used to refer to subordinated groups is a political act 

which contributes to conveying a different message about them (Freeman, 2007; Mullaly, 2002). 

Thompson (2006) emphasizes the political nature of words, stating that language does not only 

reflect, but also constructs oppression. 

1.1.3.  The application and practical relevance of AOP. 

As Barnoff and Coleman (2007) point out, AOP is largely theoretical and tends to focus 

on community work. It is not always clear how anti-oppressive principles can be applied in 

clinical practice. Gray, Coates and Hetherington (2007) even claim that AOP ñremains a theory 

in search of a practiceò (p. 56) because of its highly interpretive nature. 

According to Dominelli (2002), an AOP practitioner who is working with individuals 

gives his or her clients an opportunity to ñexplain their lives in their own waysò (p. 86). The 

clients can create the discourse of their own lives and see how oppressive systems influence 

them. The AOP practitioner does not take a ñnormalizingò stance and attempt to fit the clientsô 

stories within the dominant perspective. 

Even though AOP can be used towards working on changes in individual behaviour, 

individuals are always viewed within their social context. AOP employs the feminist ñpersonal is 

politicalò idea to blur the boundaries between individuals and society (Dominelli, 2002).  
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However, a study conducted by Barnoff and Coleman (2007) demonstrated the value of 

personalized acts of resistance. The study which took place within a feminist social service 

agency provided insights on social work practitionersô perspectives of what constitutes anti-

oppressive services. The workers identified empowerment and capacity building as their 

important tasks. Also, they pointed out that educating service users and other social service 

providers, and advocacy and authentic engagement with service users were anti-oppressive 

strategies in social work practice. Mock (2005) refers to a concept of ñpersonal compassionò (p. 

159) which is closely related to authentic engagement described by participants in Barnoff and 

Colemanôs (2007) study. Acts of personal compassion take the ideas of AOP to common 

oppressive situations which take place during everyday interactions between people. They may 

include outspoken acknowledgement of unfair treatment and offering emotional support to 

people who experienced it, or, as Furman (2005) describes, also trying to send a message to 

perpetrators of discrimination.  

Faced with conditions of workplace restructuring, many social workers decide to serve 

the best interest of their clients by employing practices that are not coherent with their agency 

policies. They violate the policies trying not to attract any attention from their supervisors and 

keep their records in order. Even though Callahan (2010) argues that this approach is not as 

effective as organized public action, Smith (2007) presents it as a tool of anti-oppressive social 

work in an environment of rigid policies and low job security. Baines (2007a) supports the 

ñpersonal is politicalò framework, but suggests using it for small changes in the social service 

system as well.  
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AOP in social work with Indigenous people bears distinct features to cultural safety, 

cultural competence and cultural appropriateness. Cultural knowledge is essential to 

understanding the service usersô experience and helping them heal (Freeman, 2007). 

Kumsa (2007) describes the concept of essentialist AOP, and, as she names it, a 

transformative AOP as a step forward. The essentialist stance includes rigid boundaries between 

ñusò and ñthemò, the oppressors and the oppressed, insiders and outsiders. The groups are seen 

as mutually exclusive. The concept of ñotherò is strong and fundamental to essentialist thinking. 

Kumsa (2007), an Oromo refugee from Ethiopia, speaks about working with Oromo women 

from an essentialist anti-oppressive perspective and moving to a different, inclusive and 

transformative stance afterwards. She challenges the binaries and boundaries in AOP, arguing 

that there are multiple identities in the oppressors and the oppressed. Rigid boundaries hinder 

understanding and acceptance among various groups. The process of ñotheringò needs to be 

replaced by uniting efforts in order for AOP to become a transformative perspective. On the 

other hand, Mullaly (2002) considers ñotheringò on behalf of oppressed groups as a necessary 

and natural part of their liberation and advises social work practitioners to support it. Mullaly 

(2002) states that voluntary segregation from the mainstream society may help the oppressed 

groups to form their unique positive identity.  

Understanding oppression is important not only to social workers, but to the oppressed 

groups as well, and consciousness-raising is a powerful tool for starting liberation. Social 

workers can contribute to the service usersô understanding of oppression by fostering their 

awareness, and by helping them connect to other people who experience a similar form of 

oppression. Self-help or activist groups of people who share the experience of oppression create 

space for education and awareness-raising of the oppressed (Mullaly, 2002).  
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Developing empathy and building alliances for the purpose of social justice can result not 

only from understanding oppression, but also understanding oneôs own privilege. Megivern 

(2005) describes her personal experience of coming from an economically disadvantaged 

background, but possessing white privilege. Only after this privilege became visible to her, was 

she able to move beyond her poverty struggle to identify with people who are living with race-

based oppression.  

A historical perspective helps subordinated groups to understand the origins of their 

oppression, and sometimes see how society operated without such oppression. For example, 

Bishop (2002) suggests that the stateless communities of ancient Europe were largely egalitarian 

and non-patriarchal, but relatively advanced in technology and art. They made their living from 

agriculture and used iron only for tools rather than for weapons. These communities were 

conquered by the warlike invaders from the Northeast, who were authoritarian and patriarchal. 

This theory of ancient history, along with the examples of pre-colonial First Nationsô democratic 

social structures demonstrates the possibility of building a society entirely different from existing 

oppressive ones. 

A historical perspective empowers the oppressed to achieve liberation through creating 

their own image of self and celebrating their uniqueness as opposed to becoming equal by 

meeting the oppressorôs standards of a ñreal human beingò (Arges &  Delaney, 1996). In 

addition, history usually contains events which can be glorified, showing the strengths of the 

oppressed group and used as a source of pride. In historical discourse it often becomes clear that 

people are oppressed not because of their inherent characteristics or the ñnaturalò order of things, 

but because of the dominant groupôs desire for power. Positive stereotypes can also be built upon 

to change the image of the subordinated group among members of the dominant group (Mullaly, 
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2002). Freeman (2007) gives several examples of this approach by retelling the myths and 

history of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquis) people and offering them as an example of pride and 

glory. These stories can be helpful in dealing with historical trauma, as well as the Indigenous-

appropriate interventions. Brown (2007) states that putting social problems in historical 

perspective can help to view them in a broader societal context and, as a result, separate them 

from individual deficiency. 

When subordinated groups are adopting a conventional approach and focus on their 

single sources of oppression, they create division and competition. Members of these groups 

compete for resources which they perceive as scarce, and in doing so distance themselves from 

their objectives (Bishop, 2002). Therefore, Mullaly (2002) calls for coalition-building across the 

subordinated groups which can have transformative power. Coalition-building has a potential for 

creating social change at the structural level. In addition, alternative services and organizations, 

and active participation in political life can create structural changes from an anti-oppressive 

perspective. Arges and Delaney (1996) call for the liberation ñof the oppressed by the oppressedò 

(p. 14), and Bishop (2002) argues that assuming leadership is a necessary part of every groupôs 

liberation. Hence, social workers should be cautious not to assume the role of ñliberators.ò 

Instead, non-expert and postmodern approaches, which recognize peopleôs agency, work better 

with oppressed populations.  

In the globalized environment a structural level of social work reaches beyond nation 

state borders, as do the oppressive systems. Harrison and Melville (2010) claim that 85% of the 

world is affected by the dynamics of colonialism. However, modern post-colonial thought is 

cautious about an essentialist divide between ñNorthò and ñSouthò or ñthe Westò and ñthe rest.ò 

A process of ñotheringò and simplifying is visible in concepts such as ñWestern cultureò and 
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ñother cultures.ò Such a homogenized view may promote the image of ñother culturesò being 

passive victims and neglect the transformative power they have. Post-colonialism denies viewing 

subordinated nations within the framework constructed by their oppressors. Instead, it goes 

beyond this framework to recognize peopleôs agency.  

Bishop (2002) describes the role of allies as necessary agents in countering oppression. 

Allies are members of the oppressor group who are committed to social justice for the oppressed. 

For example, men who are pro-feminist, heterosexual gay rights activists or anti-racist white 

people. To become an ally, one needs to be advanced in the process of personal liberation. Being 

an ally requires reaching beyond oneôs own oppression, abandoning an individualistic stance and 

feeling a connection to all other people. According to Bishop (2002), becoming an ally requires 

humility, patience, honesty and unbiased attention. The undesired behaviours of an ally include 

taking leadership, expecting gratitude or emotional support, defensiveness, and trying to falsely 

claim the roots of an oppressed community. Allies must leave experiences of oppression to the 

oppressed and instead raise awareness among members of their own group about privilege and 

becoming an ally. 

Currently AOP is prominent in social work education and practice, however, Rogers 

(2012) states that social work research is less inclusive of AOP values. In most cases a researcher 

is still viewed as an expert, and a research participant as a passive object of study. In addition, 

the power exerted by funding agencies removes the control by participants over research even 

more (Strier, 2007). Strier (2007) calls for rejection of the dominant research tradition, and 

argues that ñsocial work research design should engender a platform for social liberation through 

the radical transformation of researcherïparticipant power relationsò (p. 860). Such alternative 

and more inclusive research strategies include participatory action research methods (PAR), 
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narrative, and constructivist research. In PAR, the research participants are viewed as the experts 

of their own lives, and given rights to shape the research topic, design, and the process of 

knowledge creation (Rogers, 2012; Strier, 2007).  

Coleman, Collings and McDonald (1999) offer insights into teaching a course on anti-

oppressive practice in a diploma social work program in the UK. They describe a variety of 

student behaviours in the course. Most of the students were White females, some were Black, 

and only a small portion of students was male. There were few gay, lesbian or disabled students. 

The studentsô responses to the course ranged from intense emotional and cognitive engagement, 

increased awareness and acceptance, to resistance. Denying racism, and reluctance to accept 

AOP could be found in both White and Black students. Chand, Clare, and Dolton (2002) 

presented an analysis of the course which took place in Great Britain as well and engaged a 

racially diverse, predominantly female group of students. The authors found that racial minority 

students were more vocal in class and presented their values in a clearer manner than White 

students. In fact, the White male students spoke the least in class.  

1.2. Critique of AOP.  

There are not many known criticisms of anti-oppressive practice. As Wilson and 

Beresford (2000) argue, ñAOP has become one of social workôs sacred cowsò (p. 554). Being 

seen as those who ñoppose opposing oppressionò (de Montigny, 2011, p. 9) is an undesirable 

prospect for social workers. In addition, Wilson and Beresford (2000) state that most resistance 

towards AOP is coming from the right political wing. The early backlash against AOP happened 

in the US and Great Britain in the beginning of 1990s, where feminist and anti-racist ideas were 

viewed as discriminatory towards White men (Dominelli, 2002). 
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However, Wilson and Beresford (2000) aim at offering a constructive AOP critique. They 

point out that the service usersô perspectives are left out of AOP, or not viewed as equally valid 

as an academic perspective. In addition, they find that certain minority and service user groups 

receive more recognition and attention than others, even though many authors (Dominelli, 2002; 

Mullaly, 2002; Strega, 2007) argue that AOP does not divide different kinds of oppression into 

those that are more and less important. Mullaly (2002) avoids creating hierarchies of oppression, 

however, he mentions that not all groups are equally oppressed. This caused de Montigny (2011) 

to wonder how it is possible to decide who is more oppressed, as there is no unit of measure for 

human suffering inflicted by oppression.  

Sakamoto and Pitner (2005) state that AOP can mean different things to social work 

practitioners due to lack of agreed upon definitions. This may confuse social workers and leave 

them unwilling to identify with AOP. According to Yee and Wagner (2012), AOP has become a 

mainstream ideology itself, being particularly embraced in social work education. Over the 

course of its development, AOP lost its radical position and became more supportive towards the 

state than before. The social justice principles of AOP are taught to students in the increasingly 

corporate environment of the universities which operate according to capitalist and neo-liberal 

values. Decolonizing AOP attempts can be negated by token creation of variety within the 

faculty, while not making any real changes to the study curriculum. De Montigny (2011) claims 

the system of social work education is oppressive in itself, being rooted in authority of the 

teachers and subordination of the students. Also, universities have the power to judge success. 

Yee and Wagner (2012) point out the downfalls of AOP teaching which may cause 

students to view oppression in a simplified way, or not to encourage them to move beyond their 

own experiences of oppression. The current AOP education may foster patronizing attitudes in 
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students, such as seeing themselves as enlightened ones who need to educate the others, and 

forgetting their own privilege. Oversimplifying oppression leads to creating race, gender, or 

sexual orientation binaries which hinder the creation of coalitions. In addition, simple and 

comfortable anti-oppressive discussion is dangerous, as it silently fits into the oppressive 

systems, and loses its potential for transformative action. 

Even though AOP includes perspectives of various subordinated groups and recognizes 

the connections between their oppression, some social justice concerns remain largely 

unresearched. For example, AOP has shown limited attention to multiple forms of colonization 

which do not involve Western European societies (Yee & Wagner, 2012).  

Mullalyôs AOP-related term ñfalse consciousnessò which relates to internalized 

oppression is condemned by de Montigny (2011) as being exclusionary and disrespectful. 

Recognizing someoneôs consciousness as false creates grounds for hierarchy where the anti-

oppressive practitioners are deemed superior, and those who do not share their views are inferior.  

Critical consciousness raising (CCR) is another criticized AOP concept. De Montigny 

(2011) concludes that CCR contributes to creating a divide and a patronizing relationship 

between those who had their consciousness raised, and those whose consciousness is yet to be 

raised. 

Ultimately, de Montigny (2011) is skeptical of ñubiquitous oppressionò (p. 25) as a 

source of all problems. He brings up death, loss, disability, and existential crises as independent 

and often unavoidable sources of human suffering. Therefore, oppression is only one aspect of 

human interactions. Seeing social relationships through the lens of oppression can lead not only 

to an overly simplistic perspective, but also to resting in confidence of this perspective. Instead, 
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de Montigny (2011) suggests that social work consider aspects of human lives that do not fall 

under categories of oppression, power and privilege.   

1.3. The Finnish context of AOP.  

Anti-oppressive practice in Finland is shaped differently from the North American and 

English-speaking context. The Finnish welfare system is based on the Nordic model of social 

welfare. It includes extensive government support, tax funding, and a proactive approach to 

social problems (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2006). Social expenditures experienced a 

steady growth in Finland from 1960 to 2004, even though the 1990s recession was marked by 

increased means-testing for unemployment insurance and health care cuts. However, in the first 

decade of the 21st century the negative effects of economic crisis were mitigated and growth 

continued (Niemelä & Salminen, 2006).  

Laws against discrimination are outlined in the Finnish Constitution, Finnish Criminal 

Code, the Men and Women Equality Act, and the Equal Rights Act (Aaltonen, Joronen, & Villa, 

2009). According to the Finnish Constitution, no one can be discriminated against because of 

their sex, age, origin, language, religion, beliefs, opinion, health, disability or other personal 

attributes (Ministry of Justice, 1999). In addition, the Finnish Non-Discrimination Act prohibits 

discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation, and includes provisions for affirmative action 

(Ministry of Justice, 2004). Legislative regulations on discrimination can also be found in the 

Finnish Criminal Code. Punishments such as fines and prison sentences can be inflicted on an 

employer who is guilty of discrimination. Refusal on discriminatory grounds to provide service 

can result in similar punishment. Ethnic agitation and defamation also are criminal offences 

(Ministry of Justice, 2008).   
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Prohibition of gender discrimination has received the most attention in Finnish 

legislation. It is mentioned separately in the Finnish Constitution and the Non-Discrimination 

Act (Ministry of Justice, 1999; Ministry of Justice, 2004). Moreover, the legislative provisions 

on gender equality are outlined in a separate piece of legislation, called the Act on Equality 

between Women and Men. This Act regulates the non-discriminatory treatment of women 

primarily in the workplace and education. The main purpose of the law is not only to ensure 

gender equality, but also to improve the position of women (Ministry of Justice, 1986).  

An authority of Ombudsman for Equality oversees the issues of gender discrimination 

and is guided by principles of the Act on Equality between Women and Men. Gender minority 

legislation and discrimination were central to the Ombudsmanôs work in 2011. Other concerns 

include discrimination because of pregnancy and family status, the differences in pay between 

men and women, and equality plans in the workplace and education (Ombudsman for Equality, 

2012).  

The universal access to daycare for parents can be considered a significant provision 

towards womenôs equality, and has been in effect since 1990 in Finland. Daycare fees are based 

on income levels, but even for high-income families they do not exceed several hundred of 

dollars per month (Jimenez, 2009).  

A National Discrimination Tribunal was established under the Non-Discrimination Act. 

ñThe Tribunalôs function is to give legal protection to those who consider they have been 

discriminated against or victimisedò (National Discrimination Tribunal of Finland, 2009, p. 4). 

The Tribunal reviews matters of ethnic discrimination which relate to employment, social 

services and social security, education, housing, military service, and health care.  
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Immigration from non-Western countries is relatively new in Finland. Unlike other 

Scandinavian and Western European countries, Finland did not experience the influx of foreign 

workers in the 1970s and 1980s. The major reasons for immigration were marriage to a Finnish 

citizen, asylum seeking and return migration of ethnic Finns from the former Soviet Union. The 

1990s civil war in Somalia and the Yugoslavia wars have driven many refugees to Finland. This 

marked a beginning of a new era in Finnish multiculturalism (Alitolppa-Niitamo, Söderling, & 

Fågel, 2005; Forsander, 2003).  Currently the most prominent immigrant community can be 

found in Helsinki, where immigrants constitute 10% of the population. The biggest immigrant 

groups are from Estonia, Russia, Somalia, China, and India (Forsander, 2012).  

The most frequent reasons for discrimination in Finland are age and ethnic origin 

(Aaltonen et. al., 2009), and racism is the most obvious form of discrimination in Finland. People 

of colour constitute only two percent of the population, and are highly visible. They are 

subjected to racial slurs in public places, face difficulties in finding jobs, and experience social 

isolation and elevated police attention (Abu-Hanna, 2012; Egharevba, 2009; Hashi, 2013). 

Negative attitudes to Muslims are high in Finland, as compared to other European countries 

(Sakaranaho, 2010). Mammon (2010) argues that the highest level of negative attitudes towards 

immigrants is found in young men, people with lower levels of education, and elderly men. In 

addition, the economic crisis of 2008 contributed to worsening of public attitude towards 

immigrants. 

Many African immigrants are afraid to seek police protection from violence or to ask 

their local welfare office for help due to fear of being stereotyped, not listened to and because of 

the general mistrust of such state services. Lack of Finnish language proficiency is another 

barrier to receiving the services needed by immigrants (Egharevba, 2009). Unemployment 



31 

 

among immigrants, especially those from visible minority backgrounds is very high, and many 

immigrants who participate in the labour force earn low wages. In addition, their employment is 

often temporary (Forsander, 2008).  

Forsander (2008) argues that immigrants are granted basic security in Finland, but not the 

opportunity for equal participation. The culture of the ñotherò is seen as a deficiency more than a 

benefit. The services for immigrants include psychological support, housing, social and health 

services, advocacy, and integration or safe return to the country of origin (Sarvimäki, 2007).  

The office of an Ombudsman for Minorities was established in Finland in 2001 ñto 

advance the status of ethnic minorities and foreign nationals in Finland and prevent and address 

ethnic discriminationò (Ombudsman for Minorities, 2011, p.15). The Ombudsman for Minorities 

is contacted when an instance of discrimination is believed to be happening. The traditional 

minorities such as Romani and Sami, as well as the more recent immigrant minorities, belong to 

her jurisdiction. The Ombudsman intervenes when members of minority groups face difficulties 

in receiving proper services, when instances of hate speech happen in the media or the members 

of minorities are discriminated against in their workplaces. The Ombudsman is contacted mostly 

by Romani people regarding housing issues. Other large client groups include Russian, Sami, 

and Somali. In 2010 and 2011 the Ombudsman for Minorities created regional offices across 

Finland that provide advisory services to those who encounter discrimination. 

The Ombudsman contributes to the promotion of equality by advocating for anti-

discriminatory legislation, meeting with minority organizations regularly, participating in 

development of activities of minority groups, and providing awareness-raising lectures and 
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training. The Ombudsman also participates in international events. In addition, the Ombudsman 

deals with issues of human trafficking (Ombudsman for Minorities, 2011).  

Indigenous issues in Finland concern the Sami populations, concentrated mostly in 

Lapland (northern Finland). In this regard Finland collaborates with Sweden and Norway, which 

are also home to Sami populations. In 2008 it was proposed that the three countries create shared 

Sami legislation. Initiatives are implemented towards supporting Sami language (Aaltonen et al., 

2009).  

It became apparent in the research participantsô responses that the Romani population in 

Finland faces issues similar to the Indigenous population. The Romani originate from India, and 

their arrival in Finland is estimated to be 500 years ago. Throughout history they were subject to 

persecution and discrimination, in which the church played a role until the 1800s (Romano 

Missio, n,d.). While their situation may have somewhat improved in the 20th century, the 

Romani also suffered human rights abuses. Their language and culture was perceived negatively, 

and there were attempts made to assimilate the Romani through schooling. Only in the 1970s the 

first anti-discrimination law came into place, and Finnish authorities made a conscious effort to 

improve the situation of Romani people (Ihmisoikeudet.net, 2013). Although ethnic and racial 

discrimination is outlawed in Finland nowadays, the Romani are subjected to it. Aaltonen et al. 

(2009) describe cases of Romani clients being denied service in a store or a restaurant, and state 

that Romani children face problems at school. Romani children have higher than average rates of 

interrupted schooling. Since the Romani are stereotyped as dishonest, they face difficulties in 

finding work and in their workplaces. 
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In 2014, Finland was ranked second in the world in the Global Gender Gap Report 

rankings (World Economic Forum, 2014). Through recent years, Finland consistently achieved 

high scores in these rankings, occupying the top positions along with Iceland, Norway, and 

Sweden. These Scandinavian countries are held in high esteem in the report as those who ñhave 

closed over 80% of the gender gap and thus serve as models and useful benchmarks for 

international comparisonsò (p. 19). The rankings are based on; (1) economic participation and 

opportunity, (2) educational attainment, (3) health and survival, and (4) political empowerment 

(Hausmann, Tyson, & Zahidi, 2012).  

Even though Finland has closed most of its gender gap, full gender equality is not yet 

achieved. Kailo (2000) argues that mechanisms of male hegemony are embedded in the Finnish 

national epic, Kalevala. The epic bears a great cultural significance and is well known to almost 

the entire Finnish population. Kailo (2000) connects the manifestations of sexism and 

discriminations against Sami in the Kalevala to the current resentment of multiculturalism. 

Women and Sami are consistently labelled as ñthe otherò and opposed to the Finnish male norm. 

Sexism in Finnish culture is similar to that in other Western European countries: ñOnly virgins 

and mothers, women who act to reproduce the patriarchy and remain fully under the men's 

control, are evaluated positivelyò (Kailo, 2000, p. 26).  

In comparison, human rights issues in Canada are regulated by human rights 

commissions and human rights tribunals. Ombudsperson institutions, labour relation boards, and 

courts also are part of the human rights system. Unlike Finland, Canada is a federation, therefore 

human rights institutions operate on provincial and federal levels (Eliadis, 2014). Human rights 

are regulated by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, and the Canadian Human Rights 

Act (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2013).  
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Aboriginal issues are the most prominent matter of human rights concern in Canada 

today. The missing and murdered Aboriginal women statistics, the underfunding of child welfare 

agencies on reserves, the over-representation of Aboriginal children in the care of child welfare 

services, and the legacy of residential schools are pressing current issues for Canadian society. 

The situation is exacerbated by high rates of poverty, substance abuse, and inadequate housing in 

Aboriginal communities (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2015).   

The Canadian Human Rights Commission (2015) stated that women are disadvantaged in 

the areas of income and employment, and women suffer more from domestic violence than men 

do. On the other hand, women in Canada surpass men in education, as more women graduate 

from high school and enroll in a university. Canada was ranked #19 in a most recent Global 

Gender Gap report (World Economic Forum, 2014).  

The Finnish National University Network for Social Work proclaims that ñin society 

social work carries out a task based on its ethical foundation which includes promotion of social 

justice and equality, alleviation of inequality and defending of the less well-off. Everything starts 

from the principle of human dignityò (SOSNET, n.d.).  

Social work education in Finland has been established for several decades, starting as part 

of social policy and educational programs, and becoming an independent field of study in the 

beginning of the 1990s. Only a university Masterôs degree entitles a person to a social work 

position. There are six universities in various parts of the country where studies in social work 

can be completed. College-level or diploma studies for social welfare professionals are available 

as well (Seppänen, 2008). There is no rigid legislation of social work education, so the 
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universities are able to autonomously develop their curricula and place an emphasis in different 

areas (Niemi, n.d.).  

There is an option of post-graduate specialized studies available to Finnish students. 

After obtaining their masterôs degrees students can proceed to a Licensiate degree. There are five 

fields of study in these programs, one of them being Social Work in the Field of Marginalization. 

Within the doctoral program, ñMarginalisation as a target problem in social work and social 

servicesò (p. 16) is a distinct area of study (Seppänen, 2008).  

As opposed to the well-developed holistic notion of anti-oppressive practice in English-

language sources, Finnish literature uses a multitude of terms to address different kinds of 

oppression. AOP is mainly connected with immigrant and refugee work, as well as multicultural 

social work. Marginalization is more often used as an umbrella term, but is mostly used in the 

context of addressing the challenges of multiculturalism (Lumio, 2009; Valtonen, 2002).  

A Research Programme on Marginalisation, Inequality and Ethnic Relations was 

established in Finland in 1999. The programme arose as a response to the challenges of growing 

racism and xenophobia. In 2004, the programme consisted of 21 research projects in various 

subjects, including social work. The projects dealt not only with oppression based on race, 

ethnicity and religion, but also on sexual minority issues (Rantalaiho, Hedetoft, Solomos, & 

Eräsaari, 2004).  

Conclusion 

The existing discourses of anti-oppressive practice have been outlined in the literature 

review section. The increased quantity of anti-oppressive writing is obvious over the last 15-20 

years. Newer books and articles tend to use the anti-oppressive terminology more often. This 
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trend testifies to the growing popularity of AOP and its becoming a major approach in social 

work.  

Understanding oppression takes place before opposing oppression. Therefore, the 

literature review examined oppression as an introduction to AOP in general, and in Finland in 

particular. Structural and feminist social work approaches became a foundation for AOP. Such 

authors as Karl Marx, Paulo Freire, bell hooks, Vandana Shiva, Maria Mies, Audre Lorde, Anne 

Bishop and Robert Mullaly are frequently cited in AOP literature. The radical and influential 

book by Bishop (2002), Becoming an Ally: Breaking the Cycle of Oppression in People, can be 

considered a classic of the AOP literature. 

AOP has borrowed such feminist ideas as the ñpersonal is politicalò, and coalition 

building. From structural social work, AOP took the emphasis on macro-level action, opposing 

capitalism and neo-liberalism as oppressive systems, and the struggle towards radical 

transformation of the society.  

AOP critically deconstructs societal relations. It questions all ñnormsò which were 

considered a natural way of being, and deems them to be socially constructed. AOP brings in a 

historical perspective to demonstrate how oppressive relations have shaped society, and that they 

are not necessary for social functioning. AOP does not create hierarchies of oppression, since all 

forms of oppression are connected. 

Much writing on AOP has been done, among others, by Lena Dominelli, Donna Baines 

and Roni Strier. These authors developed the concept of AOP, showing how it can be used at all 

levels of social work practice. There are also other related concepts in social work, such as anti-

discriminatory practice, culturally sensitive practice, cultural safety or more specifically anti-
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racist practice and an anti-colonial perspective. AOP includes indigenous knowledge and 

recognition of spirituality.  

Despite its wide popularity, recognition and acceptance, AOP has not escaped being 

subject to critique. One of the most influential critical papers by Wilson and Beresford (2000) 

points to AOPôs failure to include the service usersô perspectives and to sufficiently avoid 

prioritizing oppressions. In addition, de Montigny (2011) stated that factors other than 

oppression are responsible for social problems.  

For this comparative study between Canadian and Finnish groups of students it is 

important to understand the context of oppression and AOP in Finland. Some information about 

the Finnish welfare system, social work education, anti-discriminatory initiatives, and diversity is 

reviewed. Many historical factors present Finland as a unique country. The multiple and 

profound differences between Canada and Finland have the potential to provide a rich cross-

cultural dialogue, building on understanding of the studentsô views on AOP in different contexts, 

and offering insight into studentsô learning of AOP. Filling some of the existing gaps in 

knowledge of studentsô perspectives on AOP can help the students to engage in best practices in 

the field. A comparison of two groups of students can highlight the similarities and differences in 

views on AOP in Canada and Finland, and can help identify the further gaps that exist in 

understanding of social studentsô concepts of AOP. Contrasting the perspectives of Finnish and 

Canadian students may illuminate the assumed or taken for granted AOP elements in both 

cultures, and improve the awareness of their suitability to the local context. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1. The research methodology. 

This study employs a qualitative comparative case study methodology. The two cases 

which are compared are current social work students in two countries. The first student cohort is 

enrolled in a Finnish university, and the second cohort is enrolled in a Canadian university. Each 

of these cases is represented by a group of students who agree to participate in the research.  

A qualitative method of study suits the purpose of the research because the research topic 

deals with studentsô own perspectives rather than other objective or independent realities. The 

aim of the study is to understand the ways the social work students view and experience AOP. In 

addition, qualitative methodology more readily allows for participatory research. The research 

can be designed in a way that gives the research participants more control over the knowledge 

produced and equalizes the researcher-participant power balance (Padgett, 1998). Qualitative 

methodology allows the capturing of peoplesô perceptions from the inside, but in turn requires 

the researcher to be empathetic and avoid bias (Shaw & Gould, 2001).  Strier (2007) points out 

that ñqualitative, óbottom-upô, interpretive methods may be suitable for reflecting the experience 

of oppressionò (p. 861).  

In addition, Swanborn (2010) indicates that a case study is a suitable method for studying 

social processes in a broad and exploratory way, avoiding prior hypotheses. Yin (2009) defines 

case study as ñan empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and 

within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not clearly evidentò (p. 18).  
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Case study enables the researcher to pay attention to the differences in participantsô views 

and perspectives by focusing on social processes (Swanborn, 2010). Blatter and Haverland 

(2012) note that case study methodology enables the researcher to learn about ñdifficult-to-

observe cognitive aspects of individual actors (for example, their problem perception)ò (p. 20). 

This is particularly relevant to studying the social work studentsô perspectives on AOP. 

Blatter and Haverland (2012) argue that case study methods are suitable for a thorough 

examination and explanation of social realities. A case study enables the researcher to take 

multiple perspectives into account. Qualitative case study is also ñcase centeredò as opposed to 

the ñvariable-centeredò quantitative approaches.  

According to Campbell (2010), a ñcomparative case study examines in rich detail the 

context and features of two or more instances of specific phenomenaò (p. 174), and according to 

Yin (2009), case study methodology is suitable to studying the contemporary phenomena which 

cannot be separated from their contexts. In this study studentsô perspectives on AOP were 

viewed in two situations, and in two distinct cultural contexts. ñThe goal of comparative case 

studies is to discover contrasts, similarities, or patterns across the casesò (Campbell, 2010, p. 

174). The differences in studentsô perceptions of AOP can contribute to cross-cultural learning.  

Several authors (Blatter & Haveland, 2012; Swanborn, 2010) point out that in the 

comparative case study the cases selected must possess both common and differential 

characteristics. The commonalities between the cases ensure comparability, and the differences 

make the development of new knowledge possible as a consequence of the comparison. In this 

study, both groups of social work students share a common field of study and possess field work 

experience. The environment in which they work and study is significantly different culturally 
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and historically. However, both Canada and Finland are developed countries with an established 

social work profession. Therefore, it can be implied that the circumstances related to living in a 

different country and being part of a different nation and culture, which in turn create a different 

context of oppression, may be accountable for the differences in studentsô perceptions of AOP. 

Swanborn (2010) conceptualizes the case study approach as intensive. Applying such an 

approach means studying the research phenomenon in depth and within its specific context. 

Also, Creswell (2007) recommends using various sources of information for a case study. In this 

research, information is drawn from participant interviews and the photographs that they 

provided.  

2.2. The research methods 

The comparative case study was carried out through a photovoice research method. 

Photovoice was originally developed by Caroline Wang and Mary Ann Burris for a study with 

rural women in China (Wang, 1999). Hergenrather, Rhodes, Cowan, Bardhoshi, and Pula (2009) 

state that photovoice is ñfounded on the principles of feminist theory, constructivism, and 

documentary photographyò (p. 687). It provides an opportunity to the research participants to 

define their own issues of concern through pictures and enact a meaningful critical discussion 

regarding these issues. Photovoice belongs to participatory research methods, and recognizes the 

research participants as co-creators of knowledge. Palibroda, Krieg, Murdock, and Havelock 

(2009) prefer the term ñco-researchersò to ñresearch participants.ò The research process creates 

an empowering environment which allows the participants to construct knowledge through 

experiences, and gathering and analyzing the photo data. Wang and Burris (1997) identify three 

main goals of photovoice:  
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1) To enable people to record and reflect their communityôs strengths and 

concerns; 

2) To promote critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues 

through large and small group discussion of photographs, and 

3) To reach policymakers (p. 185). 

Photovoice is often used for, but not limited to, conducting research with marginalized 

communities. It has become a more frequently used research method over the last few years 

(Powers, Freedman, & Pitner, 2012).  

Photovoice groups are similar in size to focus groups. The recommended number of 

participants is 8-10, however, somewhat smaller or larger groups are acceptable. The number of 

group meetings vary across projects ñfrom one time to dozensò (Powers et. al., 2012).  

The photovoice method has evolved along with photographic technology. Past 

photovoice studies (Herengarther et.al., 2009; Palibroda et. al, 2009, Wang, 1999) described 

giving out disposable cameras and film to the co-researchers, film development, and teaching co-

researchers how to use the cameras. As photography extensively moved from film to digital 

technology, photovoice facilitators turn to digital aspects of photography as well. Powers et. al. 

(2012) suggest giving out digital cameras to co-researchers. However, in this research the 

specific populations of Canadian and Finnish social work students have to be taken into account. 

Most students carry smart phones with built-in cameras on them, and using a camera does not 

present a difficulty to them. Therefore, the students were asked to use their own equipment to 

produce the photovoice images. 
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3. Description of the research procedures. 

3.1. Recruitment and Interviewing.  

The social work students were recruited by disseminating information about this research 

through e-mail and faculty postings, and classroom announcements. Participation in research was 

limited to undergraduate and graduate social work students with relevant voluntary or paid work 

experience, or field placement experience. The length of experience was not considered in 

selection process. After the Research Ethics Protocol for this research was approved by the 

Research Ethics Board, the first cohort of participants was recruited in Tampere, Finland. It was 

originally planned to recruit seven or eight participants from Finland and Canada each for 

qualitative focus groups in this case study, based on the most efficient amount of focus group 

participants outlined by Powers et al. (2012).  

The researcher visited Tampere, Finland, in May 2013 to conduct a focus group interview 

with the six social work students who were willing to participate in this study. This date was 

chosen based on academic term timing. Since the spring term lasts until the end of May in 

Finland, the students could be engaged in the beginning or the middle of May. However, the 

unique features of Finnish educational system caused a small number of students to be present at 

the university when the interviews were conducted.  

 These students were recruited through research posters and personal networks. However, 

only four participants were interviewed face-to-face. Three participants formed a focus group, 

with one being unable to attend, and another one cancelling at the last moment. The researcher 

traveled to a small town near Tampere to conduct an individual interview with one participant 

who was unable to come to the focus group. Another participant was interviewed through Skype, 
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since they had become available after the researcher left Finland. Finally, yet another participant 

was recruited from the University of Helsinki and interviewed via Skype in June 2014.  

 There were seven participants interviewed in Winnipeg, Manitoba, with all interviews 

being conducted face-to-face. Two participants formed a small focus group, and the remaining 

five were interviewed individually. These participants were recruited by posters put up at the 

Faculty of Social Work advertisement boards, making announcements in classes, and through 

personal networks. Recruitment of the second group of students in Winnipeg extended from 

September 2013 to March 2014. All students who indicated their willingness to participate in this 

research were interviewed.  

The students who consented to participation in this research were asked to take 

photographs which represented their views on oppression and anti-oppression. The pictures had 

to be taken prior to the group meeting of the participants and the researcher, where these pictures 

were discussed, and a group interview followed. Therefore, the students had to sign the research 

consent form to research participation at least several days prior to the meeting. This was 

achieved by sending out consent forms to students by e-mail.  

The face-to-face meetings were held at private locations in Finland, and at the University 

of Manitoba in Canada. The researcher accommodated the studentsô wishes and traveled to 

where they wanted to meet. The meeting in Tampere was arranged with help from a third party. 

A graduate social work student from the University of Tampere who visited Winnipeg in 2012 

agreed to help with organizing the research. 

Once the participants were recruited, they had to be informed about the research, ethics, 

and potential risks. Participation in the study posed minimal risks to all persons involved. 
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However, breach of confidentiality could put those students who shared their workplace or 

education system experiences in a vulnerable position. Therefore, the confidentiality of 

participants was carefully safeguarded. The group meeting recording and transcripts were stored 

on the researcherôs computer in a password-protected file, and all printed matter was kept at the 

researcherôs home. All materials were accessed only by the researcher and the research 

supervisor, and will be destroyed after thesis defense. All identifying information was deleted or 

replaced in the materials used for presenting the study results. For example, the studentsô names 

were changed, and they were assigned nicknames. Sometimes information about the participantôs 

ethnicity, country of origin, or occupation was concealed, as these characteristics could be 

identifying even without mentioning a participantôs name.  

Photographs provided by the students will be kept by the researcher for three years for 

the purpose of further publication and presentation of this study. There was an option for the 

students to be credited for their photos when the photos are used. However, in this case the 

studentsô participation in the research will no longer remain confidential. The students were also 

asked not to photograph peopleôs faces, other than their own. Most participants complied with 

this requirement. One photograph that was presented by Tarja and included a group of people 

was accepted for this research, however, this photo was altered by blurring peopleôs faces. 

The photovoice and focus group discussions were digitally recorded. Students were 

informed about this, and they had an option to consent or decline being audiotaped. If a student 

did not want their interview to be recorded, but still would like to participate in the research, 

individual arrangements could be made. However, this option was not used, since all students 

agreed to being audiotaped. Research participants could refuse to answer any questions or 

withdraw from participation at any time without any negative consequences to follow. These 
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provisions were outlined in the Informed Consent Form (Appendix 1) which had to be filled out 

by the students before the research began. In addition, research participants were reminded about 

this option before the interviews began. Such a situation did not emerge during the interviews, 

however, several students asked to skip their turn as to be able to think the question through, and 

then came back to answer it later. The interviews lasted one hour on average, although some 

were as short as 30 minutes, and some went on for over two hours. The major part of the 

interviews was dedicated to discussing the pictures that research participants took.  

3.2. Data Analysis Methods.  

The data analysis began with completing verbatim transcripts. The researcher listened 

through each interview carefully and recorded it in detail, including the non-verbal 

communications and grammatical errors. According to Gibbs (2007), transcribing oneôs own 

interviews can further familiarize the researcher with the data and help generate new ideas 

regarding the data analysis.  

While all communication conveys meaning and is important to include in the preliminary 

transcript, non-verbal cues such as ñumsò, pauses, giggling or whispering were cleaned up in the 

final quotes, presented in Findings section. Repetitive words and unstructured sentences were 

also deleted in order to isolate the participantôs thought from interference and distractions that 

their spoken language may present. While transcribing and listening, the researcher became 

familiar with the data, and some major commonalities and differences between the two student 

cohorts began to emerge.  

The transcripts were forwarded to the research advisor for review. Feedback was received 

regarding the amount and quality of data. After the transcripts were ready, a generic method of 
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coding and memo-writing techniques (Kreuger & Neuman, 2006) was used for data analysis.  

According to Creswell (2007), this stage of research can be characterized as analysis of themes 

which involves analyzing data for specific themes and providing data to support them. Hence, 

the transcripts were examined for prominent themes. Recurring themes were identified and put 

together in a list. By the end of the analysis this list of themes underwent some minor 

modifications with certain themes being put together, and the other ones eliminated. Manual 

open coding was used to highlight the themed content and group it together. The transcripts were 

colour-coded, and information corresponding to each theme was put in a separate document. The 

raw data were then used as a basis for theme description. These themes along with the transcript 

quotes and photographs are used in presentation of the results. Six prominent themes and many 

subthemes were identified in the participantsô responses. Photographs are used to illustrate the 

studentsô narratives.  

The data were analyzed by direct interpretation. According to Creswell (2007), this form 

of data analysis is a ñprocess of pulling the data apart and putting them back together in more 

meaningful ways.ò In this research, data were split into multiple themes, and then the themes 

were presented as coherent text using quotes from multiple participants given in a multitude of 

contexts. Responses from students from both countries were compared and contrasted, and 

conclusions were drawn.  

4. Findings 

Introduction  

The research findings wil l be discussed in this chapter, including information on 

participant demographics, showcasing the photographs that study participants took, and 
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presenting recurring themes found in research interviews. This outline of research findings 

allows for offering context for social work studentsô voices, and then providing these voices 

unchanged in the format of photographs with participantsô own words to accompany them. 

Research participants are seen as co-creators of knowledge who exercise their agency in 

choosing facets of oppression and anti-oppression that they feel are important. In the following 

section of findings data is being interpreted by the researcher, common topics are identified, and 

conclusions are drawn.  

Prominent themes have emerged in every interview, showing similarities and differences 

in the participantsô approaches to anti-oppressive practice. Context and language have influenced 

the studentsô perspectives. The participants have also externalized and internalized the 

experience of oppression, and presented it from the macro and micro levels. Some participants 

were willing to discuss oppression in their lives and illustrate it with examples, while others only 

discussed oppression as a societal or global phenomenon, and did not speak about their own 

experiences.   

All participants demonstrated their distinct and elaborate perspectives on oppression, 

social work practice, and the education they received.  Both similarities and differences emerged 

between the perspectives of participants from Finnish and Canadian cohorts.  

4.1. Demographic characteristics of research participants. 

The demographic composition of social work students who participated in this research 

provides a context and perspective to their answers. For the sake of preserving the participantsô 

confidentiality, they were assigned randomly selected nicknames that also represent the diversity 

of participantsô origin.  
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Thirteen participants were interviewed for this research. Seven of them were taking their 

social work programs in Canada, at the University of Manitoba, and six in Finland, mostly at the 

University of Tampere. Only one (Aino) was enrolled at the University of Helsinki. Ten were 

graduate-level students, with Zarmina from Canada, and Tarja and Joonas from Finland being 

undergraduate students. In addition, Aino and Sanjeev were PhD students, both being from 

Finland. Sanjeev was an international student, studying at the University of Tampere. 

Research participants came from diverse backgrounds. Among Canadian participants, 

one was an Aboriginal person, one Asian, one African, one Middle-Eastern, and one South 

American individual. Five out of seven were from visible minority groups. Three of the 

participants were first generation immigrants, and none identified as a refugee. One Canadian 

participant was Caucasian. There were three men and four women. One student identified as 

being in a sexual minority group, and one disclosed being Muslim.  

Caucasian individuals were clearly underrepresented among participants in this research. 

The Finnish cohort of participants was less ethnically diverse, with only Sanjeev being from 

Southeast Asia. Two men and four women were recruited to participate in this research. None of 

the Finnish participants identified as being from sexual or religious minority groups. 

Interviews were conducted in Finnish with most participants from Finland, although the 

initial plan involved using English as a primary language of the research. However, it became 

apparent in the interview process, that Finnish can be used and can provide an additional 

potential for the participants to express their thoughts. Being an international student, Sanjeev 

communicated in English. There was one focus group with three participants, one face-to-face 

interview, and two Skype interviews.  
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The language of interviews was English with all participants in Canada. Two out of seven 

participants were non-native speakers of English, as was the researcher. This led to a slowdown 

in communication in one case, however, the participantôs English skills were sufficient for the 

expression of their views.  

Research participants had social work experience in a variety of areas, and many worked 

in more than one area through the course of their careers, volunteer work and field placements. 

Three were hospital social workers, two were employed or did their field placements in child and 

family services, one worked in corrections, three had experience in addictions and mental health, 

one worked in the field of homelessness, and two helped immigrants and refugees. In addition, 

two participants did research work and program development. All participants spoke at length 

about oppression, as they experienced it, observed it, or countered it. Most stated that they have 

provided anti-oppressive services and consider themselves to be anti-oppressive social work 

practitioners. 

4.2. Photographs taken by the research participants. 

The participants have presented unique and diverse photographs, most of which are 

showcased in this chapter. Unfortunately, the contribution by Felix is missing, as he had serious 

technical issues with the device that he used for taking photos. However, Felix answered the 

interview questions in detail, showing a well-informed perspective on the subject. Although the 

participants were instructed to take five to seven photos that are related to oppression, some 

presented fewer, and some had more. 

Photographs are presented in the chronological order of participants being interviewed, 

and the participantsô words are presented verbatim. The first three participants, Sini, Tarja and 
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Joonas, were part of a group interview. Liz and Julie also were interviewed together. All other 

participants met with the researcher individually. 

Photos by Sini 

1. Thai massage. 

 

This is a picture from the Thai massage parlour. And I 

chose it because one can often get more than massage from 

the Thai massage parlours. Not always, but often. And 

often the people who are employed there are not employed 

willingly. And it could be that human trafficking is often 

connected to these placesé Or sometimesé We cannot 

generalize, but stillé And maybe the wider question 

relates to this, it is about what kind of esteem are we 

giving to people who work as sex workers, in 

prostitutioné And how this is a part of the society.  

 

 

2. Equal treatment poster.  

Figure 2 

 

 This picture is from my workplace. There is thisé What is the name of this campaigné 

The discrimination-free space campaign, according to which different offices, companies and 

workplaces can proclaim themselves the kind of places where nobody can be discriminated 

Figure 1 
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against, and then in these places there always is thisé citation from the UN Declaration of 

Human Rights. It is coming straight from there. I took this [picture] because it directly relates to 

this topic, and in a way becauseé When this poster is on the wall, it is difficult to bypass it, 

because in so many workplaces ... gender, religious, or sexual orientation equality is not a given. 

  

3. Destroyed toy hare. 

 

 

And then this is the hare that is destroyed. This is 

probably that kind of a symbol, not sure what this 

symbolizes, but I choseé I took this picture 

becauseé this is a picture of destruction and how 

the small and the weak are oppressed and 

destroyed.ò  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. The bars.  

 

 

This is also from my workplace. And here there are 

prison bars, and behind the bars there are two exé ex-

criminals which are now working with current 

criminals, and if one would think about discrimination 

of a certain group, then to me it isé In a way it is like 

being at the same level with people, so the people 

actually help each other, it is not coming from above, 

and then it works best of all. And this is what these 

people are actually doing. 

 

 

 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 
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5. Prison tattoos.  

These are the prison tattoos. é It is probably thaté 

People can come from very different backgrounds, and 

this can be sometimes visible right away, this difference 

can be visible, it can be there since birth, or it can be 

acquired or chosen later in life. But then these different 

people should be able to work together.  

 

Tarja also commented on this picture, 

It comes to mind that the society makes it difficult for 

people with tattoos, and how you are being categorized 

because of the tattoo. Because I also have a tattoo, and 

others were wondering how could I do this and if I am a 

social worker, how can these two things even work 

together. é Or does it make me less trustworthy or a 

worse person, or what is the meaning of it? Maybe 

usually it is the understanding of diversity or respecting 

it.  

 

Sini added,  

It feels like in Finland people start slowly learning that if you were born a certain way 

then it is okay, but then choices, things you have done that set you apart from others, are to many 

[people] more difficult to accept. And then there are the borderline examples, because if you 

think that something is peopleôs choice, and some think that these are the things that a person 

cannot change, for example, sexual orientation.  

6. Together against fascism for the free space. 

 

 

 

Iôm not sure which group or organization put up this sticker. 

It says together against fascismé on behalf of the free 

space. I chose this one because it is important that we speak 

about the civil society and the fact that people do things 

themselves, and they do not just wait for something to come 

from the outside. We should literally take power into our 

own hands and oppose what makes us feel bad.  

Figure 5 

Figure 6 
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Figure 7 

 

 

 

Photos by Joonas 

1. Garden.  

This is from my, or our, yard. There is perunamaa 

[potato garden]. Or maybe there is something else planted 

as well. é It is good to produce your own food, so that 

people do not have to work for little pay somewhere in the 

world. é Because today we bring destruction and then 

oppress the animals and the workers who get very little 

wage for their labour. This is a question of food business. 

 

2. The word is born.  

 

This is my diary and there are manyé I used 

Google translate for this, because I speak Finnish and 

English, but not the other languages of these writings. 

é I was thinking that this picture represents the idea of 

the freedom of speech. And then we can talk about 

literacy, its meaning or the number of people who 

maybe cannot read or write, then these people are easy 

to oppress, because they do not have an opportunity to 

influence [their realities].  

 

 

Figure 8 
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3. The black dog. 

 

 Here is an animal that is 

discriminated against and 

oppressed. It is black and on top 

of that female. é There is also 

depression. It is sulking. But 

here it looks clearly into the 

bright future. 

 

 

 

 

Photos by Tarja 

1. Student gathering. 

This [picture] is from the last 

weekôs social work student gathering in 

Helsinki. There is this kind of event where 

the students come together to eat, drink, 

and sing. é The students come together 

from those cities where social work can be 

studied. We spend time together and, 

probably, develop the common spirit. 

Because in social work we do not always 

act in common spirit or have the same 

ideas about certain things. It relates to 

oppression in a way that resisting 

oppression is one of the social work 

tasks.é 

We create a network and get acquainted 

with each other. I believe that for the most 

part we have similar values. And we all 

want to do something, for example, we 

Figure 10 

Figure 9 
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talk about the social work structure that is happening in Finland a lot, where a social worker does 

not have an influence. Maybe we have a desire to make a differenceé And maybe the 

collaboration and networking help us understand how to work together for or against these 

things.  

2. Donôt eat meat.  

ñThis is from Copenhagen. We were 

couchsurfing1  at a Danish girlôs place. And 

this girl, as you can see from the picture, is 

vegetarian and lesbian. And this picture, 

which was quite funny to me, was on the 

fridge door. é She gave us her keysé And 

it was a very natural communication with 

this person, everything was very usual, as it 

should be. It was not an issue that she is 

going to spend a night at her girlfriendôs 

place, and there was this poster on the fridge, 

we thought it was funny, but some people 

can be offended by it. é I was couchsurfing 

there, and to me this is the way to get to 

know different people and through this to 

gain knowledge and understandingé We are 

all the same, and all different. And then this 

removes discrimination and racism towards 

these people.ò  

  

                                                
1 Tarja refers to the Couchsurfing project that helps travelers meet and find a host for a few nights. This project is 

very popular in Europe. More information is available at couchsurfing.com.  

Figure 11 
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3. Graffiti. 

This is a picture from Croatiaé This 

is a graffiti wall. This street is a modern 

art museum2, so this is a road, and on its 

sides there are these artistic, great graffiti 

painted. This is one of those graffiti, 

which is, to me, unbelievably gorgeous. 

It is very clear. There is a white person 

and a black person. And parts of their 

faces are mixed up. é I think this is an 

anti-oppressive picture. é It refers to the 

fact that we are, in essence, all different, 

but the same. é And the global 

citizenship is a fascinating topic to me. 

Getting to know different cultures is 

important to me, and also meeting different people. 

 

Sini also commented on this picture: 

 

It also makes me think about how graffiti and street art belong to this topic because there are no 

clear boundaries, for example, what is culture and what is art, and the space is given to different 

ways creating it and enjoying it... This is an example of how space can be given to different 

cultures.  

 

  

                                                
2 Tarja is most likely referring to Zagrebôs Museum of Street Art. 

Figure 12 
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4. Volunteering.  

 [The picture was modified to protect the 

identity of persons portrayed].  

 

This picture tells about how I was 

volunteering in Italy. I participated in the EVS, 

European Voluntary Service, and this program 

involves everyone volunteering at a destination 

country, all foreigners then come together. é The 

students, their groups are usually a very positive 

place for foreigners. I have noticed that in Finland 

many people approach foreigners with anger, and 

this goes especially for foreign men. There this 

mentality that ñthey come here and take away our 

women and jobsò, and if, for example, you go to a 

bar with a foreign man, youôll be hearing [bad 

things] about it. This is not a very positive thing.ò  

 

 

 

  

Figure 13 
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5. Nationalism. 

 

I was visiting the national museum for 

the first time in my life. And I got this picture 

from there, because this picture is well known 

from our history books. é [It] shows how 

Suomenneito3 protects the book of laws from 

bad Russia. é It is the Russian eagle, the one 

with two heads over there. é We know the 

history. We were under the Russian rule. é A 

kind of nationalism, the national frenzy arose in 

Finland. People were very patriotic and wanted 

Finland to be independent. I think about what 

does it generally mean to be Finnish, and it was 

always said that we are a very homogenous 

nation. We easily talk about us and the Finnish 

sisu4 beliefs, our homeland, and this way we 

forget that we had immigration for a very long 

time, people came here and our language has 

changed. Different things are from somewhere 

else, and immigration can be credited for this. 

é If we speak about nationality or ethnicity, 

then it is clear that Finnish people are quite openly racist towards Russians and the Romani. All 

other racism is hidden. But this remains, and we make jokes about it. 

 

 

  

                                                
3 ñFinnish maidenò, a human representation of Finland. 

4 A Finnish word for inner strength and perseverance; an important cultural concept. 

Figure 14 
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6. Begging in the street.  

[This is a] picture 

from Helsinki. There is  this 

beautiful sushi place and 

thereôs a couple enjoying the 

sun in the outdoor terrace. 

And there at the corner is a 

Romanian Romani5 

panhandler. She has a scarf 

on her head to protect herself 

from the sun, and she collects 

money. Thereôs also the thing 

that Finns are openly racist 

towards this ethnicity. This is 

also a form of discrimination. 

é Romani panhandlers in 

Finland are enabled by 

European Union, because we  

 

have our own Romani ethnic minority, who are quite wealthy and they have the Finnish 

citizenship, they have the right to social security, and they are not on the streets. But then the 

Romani who come from Romania, who do not have the right to social security, because they are 

not here, and they can move freely. And now it can be seen every year on the street that the 

Romani panhandlers appear. 

 

Sini also commented on this picture:  

 

And these Romani come to  Finland because back in Romania, or where they live, I did 

not ask, but it has to be somewhere in Europe. Things are so bad there that you cannot make a 

livi ng in a better way, or they believe that they will get more money, and a better life there, they 

come here to the richer countries to beg, because in their home country the situation is desperate.  

 

  

                                                
5 Tarja assumes that this person is of Romani ethnicity, but has arrived to Finland from Romania, and is not a 

Finnish citizen.  

Figure 15 
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Photos by Maija 

1. Domestic violence services.  

 

 I tried to find something 

to take picture of at my workplace. 

It is a social service agency, and 

there are all the ads in the world. 

And there is this poster, where there 

is one way to help in Finland in a 

situation of violence against women. 

é This is the patriarchal violence 

against women. é But the other 

oppression is that in Finland there is 

also violence against men on many 

levels. Women act violently towards 

men, and men act violently a lot 

towards each other. This is seen as 

an entirely different social problem than violence against women. Even though it is equally 

unacceptable to use violence in any form, there are different attitudes in society towards 

violence. Who creates violence, and who suffers from it. é There is an advert that says if a 

woman suffers from violence, she would know where to get help. But if a man suffers from 

violence, would he know where to get help? And would he get it at all? 

 

2. Respect.  

I found this todayôs morning 

by my workplace, thereôs a pizza 

place. Somebody decided to write on 

their window that they demand 

respect. I thought that spray painting 

often is related to marginalized people. 

This is the space of many young men, 

who are discriminated against, and this 

is their voice against the 

discrimination that society inflicts on 

them. They return it, they refuse to 

take it. é They have their own space 

where they act and demand respect.  

Figure 16 

Figure 17 
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3. Origins. 

 

 

This is a tree that I have 

planted. This is an abstract picture. 

There is a thought that people are 

oppressed based on a different skin 

colour or nationality, or gender, oré 

disability. It is the same way like we 

plant trees, that tree does not choose 

where it is being planted. It is done by 

the people who are around. Just the 

same way the oppressed person never 

chooses where they are born, or into 

which gender they are born, into 

which religion they are born. é But 

when people have ideas that bring in 

the categorizing, stereotypes and 

prejudice, in a way people manage to oppress others on this basis.   

 

4. Dark hand and light hand. 

Figure 19 

 

This is probably the anti-

racist picture, there is a dark hand 

and a light hand. é This is a symbol 

of humanity. And humanity is an 

idea that we are all people in the end 

and we all have the same needs. But 

these ideas and categories where we 

put people, even though we are the 

same, we are all one people in the 

endé Regardless of our skin colour. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 18 
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5. Womenôs situation. 

 

[This picture refers to] the womenôs position 

in different developing countries, but now I am 

talking about Finland, and women do not participate 

in the language courses, they stay at home instead. 

Also, you can seen in this picture that this woman is 

already working in the morning. é But at least she 

may be able to provide for some of her family. é It 

can also be a resource that she gets to work, and 

there are social connections, there can be many. 

Also, there is the influence of her own view of 

herself and her role. Is this role determined by the 

cultural rules of a womanôs position, or does this 

woman determine it herself? What is the anti-

oppressive approach there? But also, looking at this 

picture and the work she is doing, obviously the 

economic violence relates to that too, because her 

wage is very smallé But that is her livelihood.  

 

6. The window.  

 

This is a symbol of many things. é There is the 

city, Maputo. é There are people who belong to 

different social classes and different ethnicities. 

There is violence against women, and this is a 

prominent theme in street art... Domestic violence 

and violence against women is discussed. ... 

This is a controversial picture. On the one hand, it 

is a symbol of hoping for the better, and there is 

the awareness about these things. And they try to 

do something about it, so that this oppression does 

not continue, but on the other hand, the whole 

society structure does not support what they are 

trying to do. Maybe those are the social workers or 

whoever trying to do something. é And then there 

is something that cannot be seen in the darkness. 

How is it even possible that the people who 

Figure 20 

Figure 21 
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managed to get away from this, they are not poor, they are middle class. How many of them 

close their eyes to get away from this reality, how it really is. There is a lot of work to do. Just 

like in all other countries, of course.  

 

7. Womenôs work. 

Figure 22 

Here I thought that if these clothes are 

hanging there, somebody had to put 

them there. And usually it is a woman 

who takes care of the home. There is a 

little better wage from the people who 

can afford to hire a homemaker. Who 

then has a family to take care of. é It 

is good when the job is available, but 

thereôs this universal notion of what is 

womenôs work, and what is menôs 

work. I think it is quite meaningful 

that femininity is related to these 

clothes, and most probably this was 

done by a poor woman. 

 

8. The doll.  

Figure 23 

 

This picture reminds me of the time 

when I was at the primary school, I 

was six years old, and we had four 

dolls there, one of which was dark 

skinned. é I do not know whether it 

got there, at that primary school, by 

mistakeé Or whether the point was to 

try and teach us about 

multiculturalism. And then it can be 

found in this picture that I took in 

Finlandé And there is an African 

manôs hand and this light doll which 

he was looking at without excitement. 

This also works as a manifestation of multiculturalism.ò 
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9. The unknown. 

 

 I donôt know what these names areé But it may be 

good not to know, you cannot know a lot of the other 

personôs background, do they live on the street, or 

where are they living, at their accommodation or home. 

Then you cannot really make assumptions. There is this 

ignorance. On the one hand, ignorance creates 

discrimination. But on the other hand, this ignorance 

can help finding the common humanity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. Fruit shop. 

 

This can be understood in many ways, 

but one point of view could be that it is 

a social injustice that somebody sells 

these goods, the lollipops, oranges, 

these little things in a tiny shack in the 

slums district. ...But again, the other 

point of view could be that there is 

something to do, some work, and it 

gives you control over your life. é You 

have something that you can do.  

 

 

  

Figure 25 

Figure 24 
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Photos by Aino 

1. The closed window.  

 

Iôd like to say about this thaté There are anti-oppressive 

and oppressive practices in society. I wanted to portray a 

window and not a door, because if you think about the 

many things that are closed or far away from certain 

population groups in society, for example, immigrants or 

people from the developing countries, they cannot fulfill all 

those things that other people [can]. In a way, if a person 

who belongs to a minority group, it can be that they do not 

have the knowledge about the services available to them or 

their own rights. They do not have any social contacts or 

networks either, that could give them this knowledge or 

offer supporté You can open the door and go out, but not 

all people even have the opportunity to look out of the 

window. These society ways are strong and excluding to 

people. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 26 
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2. A possibility for change.  

 

 

This is the arena6 which includes a small colosseum. é I 

have heard the stories about a whole family being executed 

there by fighting against a lion, and I thought that this was 

entertainment. But nowadays the Verona opera festival is 

held at the same place, so this is the same place where 

families were killed. é Now it is a beautiful and charming 

place, and the music was playing there beautifully, so it 

came to my mind that civilization changes and the 

knowledge changes, and so there is a possibility to change 

these oppressive practices. ... It is a warming thought that 

now people can change, and the society can change, and so 

the places and their meaning can change. 

 

 

 

 

3. The space in between.  

Figure 28 

If there are the humiliating and 

unequal practices, and they 

exist in the society, then they 

can also take place in the social 

work environment. I am 

interested in these spaces, for 

example, if a customer or a 

family in a difficult situation, 

or who are a minority come to 

the social service workerôs 

                                                
6 The picture portrays the Verona Arena (Arena di Verona). 

Figure 27 
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officeé Usually the worker sits there as an expert, and then the client gets the message that this 

space creates the unequal position, that the worker is being an expert there and is the one with 

poweré If we think about an immigrant family, then the worker speaks their first language, and 

the family does not, and there is a table in this picture, so this space isé Social work itself has a 

responsibility to consider these unequal practices that are out there, and in this space as well. 

 

4. Reciprocity. 

Figure 29 

It is possible to create the space 

and situation where there is an 

opportunity for reciprocity or the 

genuine dialogue, so that the 

worker listens to the client, and 

genuinely concerns about the 

clientôs well-being. If a worker 

can createé this environment, 

they can help an individual client, 

but they can also get the 

important knowledge about the 

clientôs life, and how these can be brought to the upper level, so there is a possibility for 

structural social work. The space in between can be removed. 

 

5. Building of knowledge. 

 

I think that the discriminatory 

practices could be changed greatly 

if there was more knowledgeé 

The bookshelf portrays knowledge, 

but it also portraysé In Finland 

there are many social sphere 

projects, the EU7 projects, we do 

things like developing some kind of 

anti-racist work. These are good 

practices and how they are done, 

there is the youth education and 

school social work, but then many 

                                                
7 European Union 

Figure 30 
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of the good practices end up on a bookshelf, many projects are forgottené It is important to 

build knowledge, but it is also important to find the channels that can be used for sharing 

knowledge, this is the way we can create anti-oppressive practice. There is knowledge, there are 

the projects, the people have the willingness, buté the collaboration, the awareness raising did 

not yet succeed entirely. At least in Finland. é Letôs not just shelve these positive anti-

oppressive practices, letôs bring them to the society. 

 

Photos by Sanjeev 

1.Heterotopia.  

Figure 31 

This is the picture where this girl is 

showing us a schematic. And it is a 

heterotopia which she is showing. é By 

heterotopia I mean a kind of spatial 

location of a certain community, or a 

location of certain people in a place. If 

you juxtapose them, a place with other 

places, they might be deemed to be 

opposite. For instance, the culture of 

that space, that place, could be very 

different from others. So, itôs like a 

library in a university where you would 

see lots of books. Or maybe a cemetery 

where you will see past decades which are coming together, or maybe people are coming 

together. So this girl is showing the schematic of the community called [research site8]. It is a 

site of extreme population. Its power, space and knowledge, they are intertwined. And how the 

subjectivities of the people inhabiting these places are changed. Cause and events are actually 

produced in three concepts. é In a middle of her hand. There are some blue spaces. é There is 

a blue box inside, and there are various other boxes outside. So, it is showing the spatial location 

of the [research community]. [research community], who used to stay in various islandsé. So 

these people used to live there for centuries. And they had no outside contact with the outsiders. 

... They had their own kind of culture, they had their own society, and they were living happily 

before 20049. ... So what government did, government began to visit the islands of these people 

and put them at particular place. ... And now these people are surrounded by various other people 

who do not know [research community] and they had different kind of culture, they had different 

                                                
8 Sanjeev names a specific location. The names of this location and the community associated with it have to be 

taken out of this text in order to protect Sanjeevôs confidentiality. 
9  [Research site] was devastated by a tsunami in 2004. 
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kind of society, which was a modern societyé. The government wants to make them modern, to 

instill the rationalities of the modern people.  

 

2. Relic of consumerism. 

Figure 32 

This is a relic of consumerism that was 

triggered in the community of [research 

community]10. [Research community] used to 

live in their spaces, and they used to live from 

hand to mouth. And their society was very 

independent ... So after the catastrophe 

government gave them monetary aids... A lot 

of money was pumped in [research site] 

society. And [research community] had no 

idea what to do with the money. So, this is 

how they had a feeling of coming to these new 

spaces that they are primitive people, their 

mode of production is outdated, and they are materially inferior. They are secondary to the non-

[research site] population. So they started purchasing stuff like cars, mobile phones, and things 

like that. Now Iôm looking at two questions. One is, why did [research community] purchase 

these things, and what good did these things do to them? Which reflects at the broader questions 

of justice, oppression, or anti-oppression. [Research community members] purchased these 

things which they never wanted to. The reason was that they thought that these things are a 

symbol of being advanced, development. So they started purchasing those things. é And they 

spent their money they got in compensations on material good, and there was consumerism in the 

society. After some time they realized that they canôt handle this technology. So all the money 

that they spent... in purchase of some goods is just wasted. And the point that Iôm trying to make 

over here is, how [research community] are negotiating their subjectivities. Like, their own 

[view] of their prior subjectivities, and new subjectivities, that were harmonized on the basis of, 

of their stay, like the time, that they spent several years in these so-called heterotopias of 

deviance, if I may say so. They were overhauling their subjectivity. And their freedom was noté 

their choice of freedom, their so-called freedom was not that free.  

 

 

                                                
10 The [research community] are the indigenous inhabitants of [research site] that are currently part of [another 

country].  
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3. The Virgin Mary. 

Figure 33 

[There is] a continuum in my pictures. 

And thatôs how the identities are 

created. How the ideas are changed. 

How people think that the concept of 

agency Iôm referring to here, that what I 

think, whatever I think right now is not 

my free will. And my socialization,  or 

various factors contribute [to this]. é 

Indigenous people are, if you look at the 

religious component in their life, theyôre 

animisté They associate the concept of 

god with nature. Now Iôm looking at 

how their ideas were corrupted by the 

missionaries who came there with their new ideas and, and reformulated the meanings, or 

reconstructed the cognitive understanding of the [research community]. So this picture of Mary 

over here is a symbol of the corruption of [research community membersô] ideas. They were not 

Christians, they had their own faith, so it has historical roots. é And if you look at the changes 

that are coming to the [research community] with the colonization, then there is the corruption of 

their ideas. I mean, they are not the [research community] they used to be. And whatever actions 

they are doing now, they have their history in the colonial period. ...This is how outsiders came 

and just imposed their religion on these people, and corrupted their own ideas.  

 

4. Housing. 

Figure 34 

ñThese are the houses that are constructed 

for the [research community]ò. When 

describing the photograph, Sanjeev stated 

that the houses are not suitable to the 

research communityôs traditional housing 

patterns and interfere with them practicing 

their culture. The research community 

members are used to communal living, 

while the houses built for them by the 

government force the individualism on 

them. In addition, these houses are built of 
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non-indigenous materials, so the research community cannot do their own repairs, and have to 

depend on the external population, as well as use money. Sanjeev finished his description with 

these words, ñAnd it is an oppression to the community, because the community donôt have a 

free choice. They have to accept the things, or they have to just perish.ò  

 

5. Nudity. 

Sanjeev told that the research community 

did not practice wearing clothes in their 

everyday life, but now they are being 

forced to change this cultural norm. 

Sanjeev argues that nudity has not only 

cultural, but also a functional value for the 

research community. He also points out 

that nudity was not sexualized in this 

community. However, wearing clothes is 

perceived as civilized behavior by the outer 

society, hence the research community 

members are pressured to change their 

cultural norms. Sanjeev stated, ñIt is an 

oppression, when you impose your own cultural values on other people. Those values are a lie, 

[they] have no meanings.ò  

 

Photos by Liz 

 

1. Celebrate diversity. 

Figure 36 

The two photos that I did take certainly 

represent where my area of focus is, a lot 

of area where I spend a lot of my time, 

which is on the Fort Garry university 

campus, in the Tier Building. So what I 

was predominantly focusing in on with 

this sticker that said ñcelebrate 

diversityò, which I really, really like, and 

I think that it speaks to many different 

areas of diversity, andé to the openness 

of it. This is actually on the Social Work 

Studentsô Associationôs door, so what I 

Figure 35 
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really like about the students is that they certainly bring in this openness and this inclusion. And 

to really acknowledge that that there is diversity on campus, but also within the Faculty of Social 

Work as the student population. You will notice that there is a sign that does say ñUniversity of 

Manitobaò in this picture as well. I would like to say thaté Being in the Faculty of Social Work, 

really it is to beé offering support. Here in Manitoba, in Winnipeg we have a large population 

of Indigenous peoples, the largest in Canada, in fact. And so really weôre taught in our, um, in 

our programming in school that we are most probably going to be offering support to Indigenous 

population. However, I think it is really important to remember that we are working with a 

diverse population, people who do experience marginalization in our societyé However, our 

program, I feel, still has work to do in terms of colonial practiceé We do still need to be 

acknowledging the ways that we, perhaps, are not open to. A lot of people who experience 

marginalizationé In a way we practice [it] in our curriculum as well. I just think that itôs really 

interesting, the juxtaposition of the words that we have there, and that ultimately we are in social 

work to be supportive and help all people, so that all people can, live the life they would like to, 

in a positive way perhaps.  

 

2. People united. 

 

So this picture I think is for the washrooms? I 

think itôs to acknowledge that there is a 

washroom that anyone could use, and really a 

part that stands out is that there is a washroom 

accessible for those with disabilities. So for me 

this photo represents two ideas, two levels. So 

one, again, itôs, the Faculty of Social Work, 

really that we are there to promote that sense 

of inclusivenessé I guess that difference is 

not the bad thing, itôs not the negative thing. 

Trying to be open to people, whether itôs 

gender-wise, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 

howeveré This photo, I think itôs interesting because the physical structure itself is something 

really important in terms of how we send a message to people about whether theyôre included or 

excludedé I know that [the Faculty of Social Work] did make that accommodation for having a 

washroom that was accessible to those with disabilities, physical disabilities, however, I think 

that the physical structure itself still sends a message that it is still colonial, since itôs a very old 

building itself... As an Indigenous person, for me the circle is a really important symbol. And 

thatôs our way of talking about how weôre all at the same levelé and that everyone, again, is to 

be included. I think if we were to have a building structure, and itôs more of a one level building, 

it just to be accommodating, to send that message that there really isnôt any kind of power 

differences, and trying to address things like that, trying to address perhaps visual cues that 

Figure 37 
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everyone could relate toé Just recognizing that the physical structure where weôre learning our 

theory, our practice, and how those networks that we connect with still [are not sending] that 

message that everyone is included. 

 

Photos by Julie 

1. Flora House.  

This picture is a Flora house, itôs in the North 

End of Winnipeg. It is near Selkirk Avenue. 

And this program caters to children and youth, 

itôs a place that is supposed to offer an 

opportunity for them to have safe activities 

before and after school, and during summer 

months. They focus on promoting math skills, 

English, computer skills, just basic core skills 

that children would need, that they may not be 

getting at schoolé But primarily itôs the safe 

place for children to be off the street in a more 

dangerous area of the city. And how this 

represents anti-oppressive practice to me is, it 

is providing a niche within the community to 

allow children to have a safe learning 

environment, and a safe place to play, maybe a 

safe place just to beé And promoting excellence or learning in that area of the city.  

 

2. North End Renewal Corporation  

 
Figure 39 

This is the North End Community 

Renewal Corporation, Community 

Education Development Association. 

This is also, of course, in the North End 

of Winnipeg, on Selkirk Avenue as well... 

They are promoting anti-racism, 

inclusion, and overall anti-oppressive 

approach to involving the community... 

To me their basic mandate represents 

what I see as anti-oppressive practice at 

the community grassroots level. Itôs 

fitting in [a]niche or area, place in that 

Figure 38 



74 

 

North End of the city where they work with more marginalized individuals, likely requiring 

assistance in a place thatôs open to all. 

 

3. North End Womenôs Resource Centre 

Figure 40 

This is the North End Womenôs 

Resource Centre. Again, on Selkirk 

Avenueé How it represents anti-

oppressive practice to me is that it 

caters to women who may be in 

trouble either from violence in 

relationships, at risk of losing their 

housing, or needing transitional 

housing. Women who are dealing with 

addiction issues, with parenting issues. 

To me, it meets the need of womené 

This is North End, not of course all 

Winnipeg women. But itôs in an 

accessible location related to the other resources that are around... It fits my definition or 

meaning of anti-oppressive practice, having something accessible to peopleé Unfortunately itôs 

a big area that needs lots of resources.  

 

4. Salvation Army 

Figure 41 

The Salvation Army. This is the Booth Centre. 

More specifically, Iôm trying to capture the 

Salvation Army logo, not necessarily the placeé 

To me the Salvation Army represents a bigger 

inclusive charity group, even though thereôs 

religious affiliation with it. Their approach is 

helping people, marginalized people, without 

asking a lot for themselves, because I know that 

theyôre the only group that the CEO is paid almost 

nothing compared to bigger charitable 

organizations, such as the United Way and other 

places...  So to me that puts it at their concern and 

their monies that they collect are for the people that 
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theyôre saying they want to help. And of course, this building is the homeless shelter, one of the 

homeless shelters in Winnipeg. It offers people a place to stay, having a mealé Itôs somewhat 

marginalizing people to say they have to go into a building, but to me I also see as empowering, 

because that gives them access to services, resources, things that they need, if they want to 

access that. 

 

5. Siloam Mission 

 
Figure 42 

Itôs Siloam Mission, a homeless shelteré. 

Siloam Mission is, to my knowledge, the only 

homeless shelter that doesnôt charge. The other 

one, Booth centre, that is Salvation Army, they 

do charge for you to stay the night. é Siloam 

mission is free. You donôt have to pay anything, 

but you have to line up every nighté And you 

have to be out, I believe, by 7:30 in the 

morningé You have to be out pretty early. And 

then thatôs it. They also do quite a bit of 

programming in other community outreach 

programs, and support. So homeless sheltersé 

Theyôre not keeping people homeless, buté Iôve 

met quite a few clients in my few short years that 

choose to be homeless. They donôt want to live 

in a house. They donôt want to work, and they 

actually have quite a bit of resources and inner 

strength... to be able to survive on the street... without being in a home, or having a job, having 

money So to me, Siloam Mission helps to empower someone to seek housing and seek other 

resources. 

 

6. Graffiti programming 

 
Figure 43 

So this is some graffiti. This is on 

Higgins Avenue. This is the 

Winnipeg Graffiti group 

association. é  This program 

serves children and youth, giving 

them sort of a creative outlet, and 

a place to use their art in a safe 
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way, not on a garage. So it gives them an opportunity, and then inside the building they have 

programming where they are trying to develop artistic abilities. But I just thought it was nice, itôs 

an interesting piece of art versus tagging and all that kind of stuff. é How that relates to anti-

oppressive practice is thaté Trying to meet an obvious need, that thereôs people, children, youth, 

adults out there that do have artistic ability, especially with, I guess, spray painting and other 

airbrushing abilities. To allow them to legally express themselves through their art. In a way that 

they are allowed to, not just anywhere. 

 

7. [Julie included a close-up of the graffiti from the same location]. 

Photos by Christine 

1. Dreamcatcher circle. 

 

 

I thought of this dreamcatcher that I had for ten years 

now. And in terms of anti-oppressive practice and anti-

oppression, I think, everyone together within a circle, we 

are allé different parts of a dreamcatcher. Itôs like all the 

different parts in the world. But I think bringing everyone 

together, and sharing knowledge within a circle would 

help address some of the anti-oppressive practice and 

issues that we have. é I mean, dreamcatchers in general 

are supposed to be catching the bad dreamsé So, I guess, 

it can be interpreted as different levels in addressing 

oppression. So, thatôs how I interpret this one.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44 
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2. Looking out. 

Figure 45 

So this is, basically, looking out into the world from 

a building... I believe understanding peopleôs 

perspective and experience isé Going inside of a 

personôs life through their lens, throughout in the 

world would have to be... a better understanding of 

what oppression means to them. And thatôs where I 

got this idea of looking out, but being in at the same 

timeé. I think it does represent to a positive thingé 

That there is no darkness when it comes toé 

Helping people understand what the oppression 

experiences are. Itôs not a negative thing, itôs an eye-

opener. é Thatôs what this picture is about. And itôs 

a little blurry, becauseé I decided to add effects, 

make it a little bit blurryéYou know, if people come 

in it might be a blur to them, so I think part of it is 

opening up their eyes [to] what we consider 

normalé Itôs so normalized for people to use certain 

languageé So I think part of that blurriness is toé open up their eyes just a little bit more. And 

the issues that we have here, and oppression. 

 

 3. The path. 

Figure 46 

This picture was taken in Assiniboine 

Parké I think if we were to address 

oppression in this world, we must follow a 

certain pathé We must work together and 

walk along together in the pathé There 

will be bumps, and challenges, and rocks, 

and things like thaté. Itôs really a 

journeyé to educate. Itôs a journey for 

everybody. And I think, if we walk along 

similar paths, and have similar beliefs, we 

walk all on the same path. To me it 

representsé A form of happiness, where 

in a world thereôs no stereotypes, no 
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prejudiced attitudes, no preconceived notionsé Just everything is beautiful, and people are just 

happy, walking this path.  

 

5.  Diversity. 

 

 

We all are planted in different parts of the worldé We 

all are different, there is different flowers, as you can 

see hereé We all grow up differently, we all grow up 

through different experiences, as do plants too. But, as a 

flower arrangement, everyone is brought together. All 

these flowers are brought together, and they become 

beautiful. So, bringing people together as well can 

address oppressioné I think that bringing a uniqueness 

and different perspectives is what would help with anti-

oppressive practice. Because if people didnôt have 

different experiences, people wouldnôt be able to come 

together to address challenges that we experience in this 

world.  

 

 

 

Photos by Chris 

1.The market. 

I took that picture in Pattaya, in 

Thailand... I did not really realize, that 

Pattaya is a place where a lot of sex 

trade is taking place. é It looks very 

colourful, the letters have different 

colours. It looks very alive and vibrant, 

but within the vibrance and the 

busyness of the place is the sad reality 

that a lot of sex trade and a lot of 

human exploitation is taking place 

within that area. And it's just really-

really sad to see the dynamics of it. é 

When I see Thailandé the word 

Figure 47 

Figure 48 
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ómarketô comes to my mind, in a sense that it's very commercialized. And they're selling tourism 

in the most maximum way, and sometimes at the expense of their most impoverished people, 

who are sometimes forced into sex trade. And it's really sad to see the correlation of tourism and 

sex trade, as there seems to be a huge connection, and when I see the word "market", I'm 

thinking about human flesh being sold. Not because they want to, or they feel empowered by 

doing that, [but] because they need to, mostly, and perhaps for survival means. 

 

2. Ruins of Angkor Wat. 

Figure 49 

The ruins of the Angkor Wat, 

which happens to be the largest 

religious monument in the world, 

or the largest religious site in the 

world. I chose that picture, because 

it shows a lot of dissonance. When 

I spoke with Cambodians, or they 

prefer to be called as Khmer 

people, they always talk about the 

Angkor Wat and the city of 

Angkor, which is the ancient city 

in Siem Rip, as a reminder of 

Cambodia's glorious past. é  I 

spoke with a lot of locals, and they 

shared with me their insight about how helpless they feel, and how powerless they feel, 

Cambodia being controlled by Thailand on the other side, a richer, more powerful country, and 

Vietnam on the other side, which is another more prosperous and more powerful country. é 

[The Khmer] feel like all of their businesses are run by the countries in two borders, their 

resources are exploited, and the people are exploited, or politics are significantly influenced by 

these two neighbouring powers, and they feel very helpless to resist it. So, it reminds me of the 

dissonance of Cambodia's glorious past, their powerless present, and their hopes to get back to 

the days of Angkor, as a lot of people have told me that what keeps them going is the hope that 

maybe, some day, their people would be united again, and they will gain strength, and they will 

be able to reclaim what is actually theirs, and be proud of themselves as Khmer people, or 

Cambodians. 
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3. Crocodile show. 

Figure 50 

I thought a crocodile show will be to 

showcase the crocodiles, but I did not 

realize that it looks like a showdown of 

two human beings, two men... And many 

crocodiles within wet pool. They were 

trying to tease the crocodile, they held a 

crocodile in the mouth, in the tail. A 

crocodile's mouth opened wide, and this 

guy, as you can see in the picture, has 

placed his head within the crocodile's 

mouthé And he did not do this just for 

once, he did this maybe six times, four to 

six times throughout the one and a half 

hour show. People were tossing coins or bills. He would grab them by using his mouth, and he 

would go back to the crocodiles to insert his head in the crocodile's mouth. é People were 

cheering, people were happy, people were scared, they were happy, they were excited, and these 

two guys were trying to please the tourists. And trying to put their lives in danger. é Why would 

a person, a human being, risk his life for a few dollars? And maybe I'm talking from a 

Eurocentric kind of perspective that what is three bucks11 to throw in the pool, and maybe that 

amount of money means a lot for people there...  I just can't believe that you could go to this 

extreme for a purpose of entertainment. é People were crazy thrilled, looking at this kind of 

spectacle which, I think, is very oppressive, and it endangers a life of a human being, I don't 

think any amount of money can actually be an enough sort of compensation for somebody to risk 

his life for the sake of entertainmenté. I was anxious that what if the crocodile snaps and bites 

his head, and what will happen to his skull, it will terribly be broken. And then I'm thinking 

about what's going to happen to his family, he looks like he is in his forties, if he has a wife, he 

has kids... Is the park going to compensate them? Is he insured, if they have the worker's comp, 

do they have employment insurance, do they have those kinds of benefits that a lot of Canadians 

do enjoy? é I'm sad with the fact that the majority of the people find it entertaining. I don't think 

this is entertaining. I think this is a very sad scenario of the reality of poverty, and how tourists 

from wealthy countries, such as Canada, can enjoy entertainment scene like this at the expense of 

risking the lives of people from a more marginalized, poor Third World country.  

 

 

                                                
11 The show entrance fee 
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4. Carved Buddha. 

Figure 51 

 It's actually a very fancy 

sculpture woodcraft place or 

store, where they actually do the 

handmade craftsé When I went 

to the shop where a lot of tourists 

buy their souvenirs, they say it's 

one of the most high-end 

souvenir shops in Cambodia, 

because they are very expensive. 

So, a Buddha head like that 

would probably cost around 250 

Canadian dollars, if I convert it to 

our currency. é It seems to me 

that there's a lot of work that has 

come with this. A lot of skill, a 

lot of expertize, a lot of time, as a process would take weeks to finish, and it's a very expensive 

one, it's sold. Considering that the labourer's hand had to craft a sculpture, many sculptures in a 

dayé And knowing that most Cambodians, including labourers within woodwork places like 

this do not get paid very well. Fromé my understanding, a lot of people get paid less than a 

hundred dollars a month... And I just find it hard to understand why they're not well-

compensated, when in fact, handicrafts or woodcrafts like this are being sold at the most 

expensive price that they could. So it seems to me that there is a lot of oppression and 

exploitation in terms of labour; it seems to me that a lot of very skilled people are not well-

compensated by what they are worth receiving in terms of, of salaryé A lot of them invest their 

skills and their expertise to do a very good job, because I was amazed how hard-working this 

person is, and to see his co-workers are all hard-working men and women... But they're working 

hard for whom? It seems to me that it's actually the Chinese or Vietnamese owners of these huge 

factories, that are actually benefitting from the very cheap labour of people, who are very skilled 

in what they're doing, and I don't think that these people are well-compensated, so it's just the sad 

reality. é They are very hard-working, and they are sweating in the very hot temperature inside, 

it's very dustyé We don't know if they ate lunch or if they have a snack break, if they have 

washroom break and all of that. And when we came in, it was introduced as if it was a touristy 

thing to roam around and see how people worké If I put myself on this guy's situation, that I'm 

sweaty, I'm not comfortable, I'm trying to finish this work, it's dusty, I look kind of dirty because 

of the dust that I have accumulated throughout the day, and there are tourists taking pictures of 

me. é I don't think that's a very respectful workplace if you're being showcased, as if you're part 

of the product. You could tell in their faces they're annoyed, they don't want to see people 
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observing and lookingé But what can they do, they're labourers in the area. [The management] 

basically make money out of people coming in watching. 

 

5. Downtown Seoul. 

Figure 52 

People can get killed if they tried to 

kind of cross the border between the 

North and South Korea, and their 

relatives, that they don't see each 

other, and generations don't even 

know how to unite with their 

families from the other side. It's just 

really-really sad. .. Seoul itself is 

beautiful, modern city, and to think 

about the sad past of how the 

superpowers could actually divide 

countries and divide people. And I'm 

not saying I'm not blaming it on the 

superpowers because they definitely 

had their own vested interests. But it's just really sad to see people who are less powerful, people, 

who are smaller, who are less armed, people who are less wealthy are always the ones suffering 

the consequences of maneuvering, of manipulation, and the actions that are done to serve the 

best interests of the superpowers. é South Korea is heavily dependent on the United States for 

their armed forces, and backing them against North Korea's nuclear and missile weapons, 

whatever they have, and the tension is never at ease, and there's always ongoing threat about one 

trying to conquer the other. é  When I think about this gloomy, dark, oppressive kind of 

situation, I think about the families that were divided, I think about... Koreans, who think about 

their history and how sad it is, and how many people died. I think about the divide, I think about 

the loss. é I don't think that progress has actually masked the historical oppression that these 

people have gone through. It seems to me that this dark, gloomy picture still symbolizes the 

oppression that is deeply ingrained in the collective consciousness of South Koreans.  
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6. Colonial past. 

Figure 53 

So that is in Manila... I took that 

picture when I was riding the horse 

carriage. é [This] is a picture taken 

from Intramuros, and Intramuros 

happens to be the walled Spanish 

city, the citadelé The Philippines 

was colonized by Spain for 333 

years, it was colonized by Americans 

for 42 years, and it was colonized by 

the Japanese for three years. So, 

going back to Intramuros, this 

somehow preserved walled city in 

the heart of Manila, makes me 

remember about the oppressive 

history... One of the things that I always feel very sad about is... In ancient times, the Phillipino 

women had very high positions in society, some of them were chiefs, some of them were priests. 

They could demand a lot of things, they were highly revered, they walked ahead of men when 

they were in social, because it shows how valued they are, they had the right to divorce their 

husbands if they are not sexually satisfied by them, they had the right to own properties, they had 

the right to become leaders, they had the right to become chiefs, they had the right to hold very 

prestigious positions. And Intramuros, which actually shows how powerful the Catholic 

influence was, the Spanish influence was, has taken a lot of that power from Phillipino women 

over the years of Spanish colonization, and some of those effects are still being felt today. é I 

still want to believe that Phillipino women nowadays still have a very good place in Phillipino 

society, they are still well-respected, [there were] two women who were presidents of the 

republic, and it was never an issue... But I think, more than the loss of feminist ideologies, a lot 

of losses have taken place, the loss of identity, the loss of language, the loss of culture, the loss 

of heritage, the loss of national pride... Which is a result of, of numerous colonizations that have 

taken place. So the walls of Intramuros are the replica of hundreds of years of oppression from 

the hands of powers that were more powerfulé I could still feel the heaviness of what happened 

hundreds of years ago. Just by going through the walled city. 
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7. Reflection. 

 

[This] picture is very special to me, 

because it just doesn't show the 

Angkor Wat, but it shows a 

reflection of the Angkor Wat in the 

pond, or that man-made sort of 

lake... that the ancient engineers 

have built for the emperor back in 

the day. The imagery is very 

special in a sense that it reminds 

me of who we are as individuals, as 

a collective, as a community, as 

people. It seems like all of us have 

gone through different phases of 

oppression in our lives in one way or another. And that experience, feelings, and the thoughts 

that come with it, [are] always reflected somehow. When we look at ourselves in the mirror, look 

at our photographs, our memoirs, our notebooks, our journals, diaries, something that we 

possess. When we think about our experiences, we cannot help it, but to think about the 

reflection that comes with it, like the mirroring, like the imagery of how we actually felt. 

Because a lot of these oppressive experiences can be very clear. When you look at this imagery, 

the [pond] actually represents quite a clear reflection of the Angkor Wat. And I think it's the 

same thing with us as people. When we think about our experiences, when we're all alone by 

ourselves, in a bedroom, on a plane, when we're driving, when we're on a bus... We think about 

our experiences and the things that we've gone through in life. We see a reflection of those 

experiences, we see a reflection of ourselves, we see a reflection of oppression. And along with 

that reflection comes feelings of pain, sadness, heaviness, regret, maybe shame? Some guilt and 

a struggle. Struggle to overcome, sometimes struggle to forget, and sometimes struggle to just 

move on, and continue with life.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 54 
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8. Kingôs Palace and a floating market in Thailand. 

Figure 56 

 
 

 [During the interview Chris and the researcher have agreed to place these two pictures 

side by side. As Chris said, ñI think that would speak for itself. Because it's such a huge contrast, 

it's like day and nightò]. 

[About the picture on the left, Figure 54]: 

[This] picture was taken inside the Grand Palace in Bangkok, in Thailand, which is 

technically the official residence of the monarch. I think Thailand, it has a law that nobody can 

say anything negative about the monarch, because people can actually be imprisoned for saying 

anything negative about the monarchy, the king, and royal family. é I think it's amazing to see 

how grand is the palace, because to be honest with you, I haven't seen a place. as grandiose... 

This is just one tiny section of the palace, everywhere you go is coated in gold, with lots of gems 

and it's very beautiful... majestic, it's very regalé. It looks very grand, like, the name itself, 

Grand Palace, is an exact representation of how grandiose it is. And the king lives in another 

palace. So this is his official residence, but he has another, private residence. é It's a huge 

complex, it's many, many hectares, which is amazing. é I know that they have structures within, 

like, Buddhas that can stand for two stories of a building that are coated with 18-carat gold. And 

there is a lot of gems everywhere, like, ruby, jade, different kindsé But my only reflection on 

that is, I wish that more Thai people could actually enjoy the wealth. Many Thai people who 

have to resort to sex trade... The guys that I've seen have put their heads within the crocodile's 

Figure 55 
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mouthsé If they can take a little bit more share from the pie, because certainly they have a very 

wealthy country.  

 

[About the picture on the right, Figure 53]: 

 

So, that is in the floating market in Thailand. You can see that water is very dirty, lots of 

tourists were very happy, because it was quite an experience, we were in this little pumpboat, 

and a lot of tourists were taking pictures, it was a very exotic experience. ...  That is a person's 

home that is going towards the floating marketé It's just really sad to see the rampant poverty, 

and there's a Thai flag being waved, and what does that symbolize. I think it symbolizes that the 

resources are not distributed, and these are the people who are not getting enough share from the 

pie. And these are people who are suffering, and these are the people that are still trying to make 

ends meet, and these are the people that are being oppressed by the process, especially the 

mechanism of tourism. I would assume that these are the people who work their hardest in the 

tourism industry, and... I heard that mostly the people who sell their goods in the market are 

people within the area as well, and I think a home like this would capture that great divide 

between the rich and the poor in Thailand. 

 

8. Khmer Rouge. 

Figure 57 

 [This] is one of the monuments standing for 

the killing fields... That's the story of Pol Pot, 

the dictator that Cambodia once had, who was 

educated in Vietnam, and actually went to 

France to study communism, then back to 

Cambodia. He's the leader responsible for 

killing millions of people. é What Pol Pot 

wanted to do was a social cleansing. He 

wanted to eradicate, many people to start a 

new race, which is the Khmer, or what he 

considered as authentic Cambodians. And to 

start a new nation that is free from all the 

external influences of Thailand, Vietnam... 

other powers around Cambodia, which is a 

little bit difficult  to understand. He himself was 

educated outside of Cambodia. é So the tour 

guide that we had actually told me that he lost 

his mother during the Khmer rule. His mother 

was one of the people who were tortured and 
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killed. And so were his grandparents. He does not know if his mother's skull or the skulls of his 

grandparents were actually in that big window, or it's in another sort of like a concentration 

camp... He does not know where they are, and he doesn't know where they're located... It's just a 

very heavy feeling when I visited that place. ... 

I couldn't imagine the power of political ideology, of how it can break, how it can destroy, it can 

destroy to an extent of actually killing a nation. é  It seems to me that political ideologies are 

very powerful, to the point that they can dictate the course of the nation. And whether people can 

move forward or not. The picture just shows how oppressive the past has been, and it clearly 

shows that this is one of the significant factors why a lot of Cambodians still struggle with 

journey through that path towards progress. And to be hopeful about the future when most of 

them are in fact very much connected to very traumatic, very oppressive past. It is ingrained in 

their collective consciousness, so it's hard to move on having that in mind.  

 

9. Heroes.  

 
Figure 58 

It's an obelisk at the heart of Manila. 

... It's very fascinating; this is the 

most important monument in the 

Republic of the Philippines... 

Because Doctor Jose Rizal, the man 

within the monument is [the] 

national hero. é It's actually the 

Americans who have installed him, 

it was Americans who decided that 

he be pronounced as a national hero, 

although Andres Bonifacio, another 

national hero is considered by many 

critical scholars as more worthy of 

the title. é It was something that a 

very powerful superpower decided for [the Philippines].  
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10. Homosexuality. 

Figure 59 

[This] picture was taken in Cambodia. 

And it shows a sculpture of two men. It 

made me reflect about homosexuality. 

In my grad school, the journey, I was 

always very interested in studying 

about the intersectionality of 

oppression, it affecting gay men with 

multiple marginalized social locations, 

and, when I went to Indochina, 

particularly Cambodia, Thailand, it 

seems to me that there is a huge 

acceptanceé of homosexuality and gay 

identity... So you could feel that there is 

a lot of social tolerance, it's somehow normalized, not really to the most ultimate level, but you 

could see that there is more acceptance and openness towards same-sex relationships and gay 

identity, or I should say, queer identity in general. 

 

11. Love. 

[This photograph was altered to protect the identity of a person shown] 
Figure 60 

I took that picture in Hong Kong. é And, it says, 

"Say I love you" [refers to the writings in the picture]. 

I added that imagery because I find the concept of 

love to be very complex. é It seems to me that this 

whole "love"-concept, which is mostly symbolized 

with a big heart is a journey that is not easy for 

everyone. That there are people like myself who have 

less options, and people like myself who have less 

access to that highly idealized concept of love. In a 

North American setting I find that a racialized gay 

man myself , and who has a lot of feminine attributes, 

I am not as, as valued as [the] gay men who can 

actually represent a movie Brokeback Mountain. You 

have to be straight-looking, you have to be very 

masculine, you have to look like you can pass as a 
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straight white man with blue eyes and blonde hair... Myself, I cannot pass as straight, I cannot 

pass as white because I'm Asian, I'm coloured, I have a lot of feminine attributes, I'm, I'm not 

considered as valued as those who can be Brokeback Mountain. ... I think love is a very complex 

concept that is somehow defined by people who have more access to that, and mostly defined by 

straight people, and within the gay community defined by gay men who fall within the top of 

hierarchy, because it's always gay men who can pass as straight and more white have more 

power, and are considered to be more valuable. And then you have the lesbian women who are 

white, who are very educated, and then as the pyramid goes down, then you can see that trans 

people... Most scholarly articles are done by either gay white men or lesbian white women... And 

I haven't seen a lot of representation from marginalized queer people like myself. 

 

11. Manila Cathedral. 

Figure 61 

This is the Manila Cathedral. Phillipines being 97% 

Christian, 96% Christian, majority are Catholic... The 

church has a very powerful position in society to the 

point that historically the church had the power to 

remove presidents from officeé And to dictate how 

the Constitution would look like, as they had 

representation. Latest is the controversial 

reproductive health bill which the Catholic church 

tried to stop, but the times have changed. And I could 

say that the church's influence has dwindled, and it 

has been far less comparing to back in the dayé But 

it still is a very powerful structure in [Phillipino] 

community and societyé Being a gay man myself, I 

think at times that the church can be very oppressive 

towards people, who do not conform within the 

parameters of what the church considers to be right, 

as opposed to sinful. So, I love the architecture, but 

when I reflect, thinking about my own social location, as a marginalized gay man of colour, who 

comes from a family with a low socioeconomic status, I feel like... I'm not one of those people 

that the church considers to be good people.  
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12. Objectification. 

Figure 62 

That is a modern kind of sculpture that 

got its inspiration from the ancient 

archeological structures that they have in 

Cambodia, and one of the things that I 

just want to highlight is, there is an overt 

objectification and sexualization of 

women. é  And unfortunately, this 

practice continues with the tourism 

industry to the modern era... People who 

are in sex trade, still majority are 

women, and they're considered as part of 

the tourism commodity, which is a very 

sad reality, that is happening in that 

region of the world. I think that picture captures the oppression of women in Cambodia, 

Thailand, maybe Vietnam, neighbouring countries... And it seems to me that historical past is 

also supporting that statement that it is highly or deeply embedded in that culture. 

 

Photos by Hector. 

1. Privacy. 

Figure 63 

We all heard of the NSA spying on USA citizens. There are 

various ways in which this is oppressive, from the fact the 

government is seeing things intended as private to the much 

more complex issue of social engineering.  

I come from a culture that has more open ideas on whatôs 

private so thatôs something that doesnôt concern me too 

much. However, social engineering is something that 

bothers me.  

It seems to me that by denouncing such activities, we have 

become aware that governments really are watching us and 

observing what we do or say.  

If the government sees something they donôt like they could 

be watching you even more closely and ultimately you 

wouldnôt want to speak freely. 
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2. Social Expectations. 

 

[Hector explained that this sign was 

made by a young man to help him focus 

on his studies. Hector approached the 

man and asked for permission to take a 

picture of this sign, which the man 

gladly allowed]. 

When I first saw this sign at the library I was impressed by how much meaning it had.  

Men and women have different social expectations and as such they dictate how you behave or 

what your goals ought to be.  

In this case, this male has a perception that he should be able to provide for his girlfriend (a 

common, but not always universal perception). This has meant that he needs to be reminded of 

this should he ever want to have a girlfriend. 

While this doesnôt mean that he must abide by these expectations, it does mean that he could be 

expected to do so by other members of society. 

 

3. Helping. 

Figure 65 

Itôs tricky to evaluate how much helping 

professionals actually ñhelpò people.  

In many cases, the professional doesnôt 

have the skills needed to accomplish the 

job. In others, the helper confuses their 

own problems with those of the people 

theyôre trying to help. Itôs summed up in 

that saying ña blind person guiding 

another.ò 

Thereôs a strong need for 

qualified (not just academically, but in 

their life choices, too) professionals to be 

in the field. 

Figure 64 
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Thereôs jokes of CFS workers who have their children apprehended as well. How can 

someone like that get other people to get their children back? What sort of moral authority are 

we talking about? More importantly, what can they teach clients when they donôt follow their 

own advice? 

 

4. Labels. 
 
Figure 66 

I find [it] amusing how worked up social workers get about 

labels. The rationale is that they brand people with a 

certain unwanted quality and then the person loses their 

identity and instead see themselves as just that label. I 

agree with that to certain extent.  

My problem comes from the ñholier than thouò attitude 

that comes alongside that. I donôt think any profession that 

uses labels uses them to be mean or belittle people. They 

do it to help people, the best way they can.  

I think social work has lost sight that thereôs more players 

involved in such decisions and by that I mean these are 

political decisions. People are not labelled for other reason 

than someone has to pay for their treatment and 

medications. If we want this to change, then we need to 

reform [how] treatment is funded and how people are 

granted access to it. 

 

5. Anti-oppressiveé Practice?  

Figure 67 

I think this is the fundamental 

reason why people experience so 

much oppression. Social workers 

are constantly pondering about the 

concept of anti-oppression, but 

what does that mean in practice? 

How can we do assessments that 

are anti-oppressive if recent 

graduates donôt even know how to 

assess someone? 

On the other hand, social workers 

themselves are too happy to reinforce social constructs that reinforce oppression. For instance, 




































































































































































































