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Intuition and Involvenzent in Social Wor/~
by OL/VE STEVENSON

""""J AM a teacher of social work in O.';ford and
_ 1 have a tent amon!!st the dwellin!!s of

sociologists. It might be fair to say that I am On
the housing list for a permanent dwelling, but
the question is-will l, representing social work,
get enough points lO qualify'! Sociolo~y in Great
Britain has striven for the last :;0-30 vears to
establi::;h itself as a scientific subject. I"have in
the course of mv contact with this scienlific
world-which w¡is entirely unfamiliar to !£¡c as
illY acaàcmic background is in the humanities--
develor-<d a profoul1J respect for those who
seek arl~r truth in il:is way, and 1 h:J.'·C no doubt
of the contribution thot such researches c:¡n
make to social work in terms of increased
understanding of human behaviour; but Iknow
that this cannot be my k.ind of contriblltion to
social work ior I have neither the trainin!! nor
the cast of mind to máke it possible. So -what
can l--:I~d many olh~rs m:e mys~lf in !>ccial
work-olTer for th~ enrichment of this service
to p'~ople which we car= about? Can social work
bridge a gap cc:w;:r:n the artistic and scientif.c
appr0~d:es to human behaviour? C. P. Snow,
in his r.::cent post:.cript to "Th~ Two Cultuœs",
speaks of the rise of a "third culture" comprised
of various disc:pIines concerne:! with bow
human beings liv~, and sugg~sts that such sub-
jects muy serve as lin~s of communication be·
tween th~ arts and thc sciences. Perhaps this is
not dearly ur.derst0od at present by the
specialisis themsdvc,; within thes~ disciplines,
who tend to plurJlp for onc side or the olh.: •.

Of th~ many f;,¡ccts of these difficult questions.
the uses of intuition are of particular in!en:st to
social ''lorkers; ho'.'.' in fact, can we uphold this
capacity in the face of the precise analytic
approach which social scientists rightly seek to
emphasize?

All true scientIsts acknowledge the place of
intuition in their discoveries. ~lagnus Pyke
writes of three stal!es in scientific thinkin!!. First,
"the collection ci-fact"". next "tbe constn.:ction
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of a h::pothc:is", lastly "the process of searching
for furth~r facts to test the fit of the hypothesis".
Only ihe first and third of these operations,
claim:; Pyke, is sCIentific. The second, the CO:l-

struçt¡o:~ of a hypo~hcsis, is a matter of ¡mui·
tion--·th~ sudden flash that fit:; the pi::ces
together and sug;ests an exp¡a~ation O! the
probl~m. This helps us to pl2,CC 3 prúpet" v.llue
on intuition when we encounter it in s,:cial
work. r~~liz:ng that it is an integral part "f oit:er
disciplined aclivities. But it èoes not help tù
ans\'\ cr three qu-::stions: what is intuition. is ~he
intuition of lhc scientist the same as that of th~
socio( \'iorker, and how does a soci<l.1\\'crb:r
prove his intuition?

My OW11 view is that the concept of the un-
conscious mind as worked out by the psycho-
analysts is the most helpful way of looking at
intuition. For once you ha\'~ accepted the idea
that only a part cf ßl'~;-,tal ?rocessts are con·
scious anyway, it is easy to sec that the so-called
flash of intuition may in iacL rc~re5ent an
unconscious process of thought. which like the
greater p3rt of the iceberg, remains submerged
while the tip shews above the surface. This is
supported by the fact that the intuition to which
I have been referring tends to 0cct:r in thlJ~~_
areas of mental JctiviiY in which tl:e tbillker is
particulady ipterec;ted; thus the scientist
"intuits" about scienœ. the po;::t abotlt p0t:try.
:lnd so on. Th~ fla;!! of:~n comes a~ter burd
conscious thinking--appremiy ul'?~cèuct¡\"e--·
has gOnt: on, or after a night's sleep.

The m~rit of such a 'fi.:'.:;ci i!itui~ica ;s that ii
implies the creative. cor:structi.,.c ~1c[i\'itie-; cf
the unconscious m:nG. y:hiÓ is s;;en as f..;:à¡n~
the cor.sciou~ .::lticnal pr0cess~s. \\".::Cln aban·
den orace and fo:: ail tll'~ :¡'1age c.f ,he, U!ICOn-
SciOllS as a ki¡¡d of èi.lstb:;¡ in whieh we Íl!d;;
away the less wholesome parts of OlirSp.!v~s. It
also t!lkcs away from a ri1agic:1. e'\:a ,;o;~lew~al
frightening view of th~ proces:i a~ somehow
"arising frOl:1 ll\w:here". Lam'e!el W~yte in his
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book "The Unconscious before Freud" contri·
butes to our thinking about this: ..... There is
no reason to regard unconscious processes as
intrinskally irrational merely because we do
not y.;:t understand the organization and opera·
tion o[ the mind ... The operations of the
unconscious imagination and judgemcnt ...
provide the basis for rational thouJht. It is
reason which must grow mor:: comprehensive
so that it can understand, assist and fuse with ...
the ordinary processes of the unconscious .. :'
(p.7).

"""1 HE intuition of the scient:st which I have
been describing takes the form of a sudden

"idea" to cxplain certain phcncm~na. It has to
be clothed in words, intellectua!ly expressed,
before it can be tested. "P~rh3ps tbc reason for
so·and·so might be such-and-such." Just the same
thing somctimes happens with a social worker.
But there may be other occasions when the
social worker skips that stage altogether. when
the hunch is immediately translélt·~d into action
without the interveninz conscious intellectual
proc::ss, Let us suppose -a caseworkÙ sees in the
s::me day IvIrs.' A und !\lrs. B. Both offer the
caseworker gifts of vegetables from the garden.
The caseworker may accept Mrs. A's offer and
rebse Mrs. B's (graciously one hop-cs), witl10ut
being conscious of her reasons at all; analysed,
they might be as follows: that Mrs. A needs to
show the worker that she can grow good things
and give good things to the worker as well as
tell her bad bits-worries. troubks, etc.: that
Mrs. B is trying to get the worker into a position
of personal friendship which undermines the
professional rôle.

The scientist must. by definition, test his
hunches. He frames a hypothesis and then be
sets up experiments by which he can test them.
The research worker in the sodal sciences and
even more the practising social worker, has an
incredibly difficult task to find ways of testing
hypotheses when they are concerned with human
behaviour in complex situations, and most
particularly with the testing of the social case-
worker's activities. The individual social worker
cannot do this even if he knew how as he is

quite properly committed to action, not to that
kind of research. Sometimes he can pause to
consider his intuition and translate feeling into
words before he acts, and obviously this is a
useful and desirable thing to do when possible.
Often, however, the action or the decision is
taken before any such clarification has hap.
pened. Then it is the result of tite actioll which
tests the illluitioll.

Thus, over the otTers of l\.frs. A and Mrs. B
of gifts, it will be the attitude of ~lrs. A and
~1rs. B lo the caseworker in subsequent inter-
views which wilL-help the worker see if he was
right to refuse one and accept the other. Too
often in cas~work at the present time, the
pressures on individu:lIs and lack of casework
supervision make it diiIicult to check the result
of the intuition. This is a great pity because in
the sphere of human rdationships particularly,
\ve all know intuition is prone to error. The
fallibility of intuition is due to the many subjec.
tive factors which crowd in to cloud the percep-
tion of others. Thus in the case of Mrs. A and
Mrs. B the worker could have been quite wrong;
especially if he did not understand his own com-
plic:ltccl reactions to recdving gifts:-perhaps
his own need ah'.·ays to be the giver. not the
receivcr. These kinds of lessons can often only
be learnt retrospectivdy, but each lesson learnt
adds to the rich store of a good social worker's
understanding of human relationships, and the
experience of one situation affects and improves
the handling of the next.

THUS we come to see that ,,'hile those
equipped and truined to do it must continue

to test our intuition by orthodox scientific
methods. th~ caseworker's tool must be insight
-introspection-call it what you will. This is
why it is an indispensable part of social work
training to seek to sharpen the inner eye, as it
were. Insight is a purt of a social worker's
private.:têsting apparatus.

This view of the use of intuition carries with
it an important assumption that although good
caseworkers may do good work simply on the
basis of their intuition. the best caseworkers will
follow it up with analysis. wiII us~ conscious
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thought to examine their intuition further. This
is desirable not simply to "catch out" the deceiv-
ing fancy: but to liberate it. We cannot create
intuition in ourselves or others, but we can free
it and make it more reliable. The social worker
who seems to be endO\vcd with this natural
gift of understanding deep things about human
relationships docs not have this gift "out cf the
blue", He has already le.lrnt unconsciously a
great deal about relationships. He has been, as
it were, unusually "sharpened tip" in this arca
from childhood onwards as the artist has
noticed shapes and colour combinations with
sudden flashes of perception about what hc
observes. But like the artist and the scientist the
social worker by all kinds of study develops
and improves the faculty.

This task of testing intuition is not, of eOl~rse,
"testing" as scientists understand it; it is the
kind of testing which artists und poets are
concerned with in the inner search for thc
validity of a fceling and the means of expressing
it. What then arc the parallels between the
interests and the attitudes of the artist and those
of the socia! caseworker?

In ';Litcralure and Science", Aldous Huxley
defined the difIerences belween the literary and
scientific approach as follows:

.. , , . The scientist examines a number of
particular cases, notes all similarities and
uniformities and from these abstracls a
generalization, in the light of which (after it
has been tcsted against the observed facts)
all other analogous cases may be understood
and dealt with. His primary concern is not
with the concreteness of some unique event,
but the abstracled g¢neralizations, in terms of
which all events of a given class 'make sense'.
The literary artist's approach to experienc~-
even to experience of the more public kind-
is very difIerent ... His method is to concen-
trate upon some individual case, to look into
it so intently that finally hc is enabled to look
clean through it .. ,"
If those distinctions arc acceptable it is easy

enough to see where the social caseworker fils:
the caseworker must utilize the knowledl!e
offered by the social scientist or psychologi~t.
Behind his handling of a given situation must

,
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be knowledge based on proven facts. But this
cannot be, nor should it ever be. the only kind
of knO\vledge we need, We need also the kind
of understanding that Coleridge wrote about;

"If the feelings, the imagination and even
the fancy , . , are to be withheld from the
service of truth, to what purpose were they
given?"

And again:
"It is in the nature of all disquisitions on

matters of taste that the reasoner must appeal
for his very premises to facts of feeling and of
inner sense which all men do not possess."

If you substitute, with apologies to Coleridge,
"social casework" for the ...,ord ",aste" in that
paragraph you will have a statement of equal
importance to social work. In d.:scr:bing a
poem, you may b;:gin with a statement such as-
"I like it, it makes me feel so-anJ-so", y (lU

must go on to try and analyse what it is that
makes for this feeling. But it is accepted that
you cannot begin to tmderstand till you have, as
it were, involved yourself with the work or art.
The social worker must accept and use a similar
feeling reaction to the person he has to help: by
the scientific knowled!!è wh:ch is increasingly
available to him and by the refinement of "hts
own perceptions he must seek to understand the
reaction more clearly. But the feeling response
to an individual is in each case unique and tbe
deepest levels of understanding are born or in-
volvement.

Lawrence Hyde in "Tbe Learned Knife"_
writes:

"You cannot merely by being very very
scrupulous and painstaking, find out what
other people have discovered by passiou,
sacrifice, faith and suffering. The man you are
studying only comes into existence for you in
so far as he is perceived with a sympathy born
of similar experience."

THERE is a tiresome muddle at preseot in
Some talk about social work-talk about

"not getting involved". Without involvement,
there is no understanding and without und-::r-
standing there is no helping. But like most
muddles, it has a germ of truth in it. For the
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professional caseworker has a curious part to
. play,. a kind of involvement within detachment
and detachment within involvement. This is the
paradox.

The professional relationship places limits on
what is demanded of you emotionally and
enables you to free yourself from some of your
own confiicts and anxieties, and thus in one
sense involve yourself more deeply and fruitfully
with the person who needs your help. This is
what Imean by involvement within detachment.
On the other hand, the social worker must be a
bit like the poet who is passionately involved
in conveying a truth about the world as he sees
it. and yet must retain a kind of detachment
within this to study the detail of his verse and to
perfect it. So it is in however humble a way,
,vith the social worker, in an interview with a
client for example. There is no reality in the
relationship if you cannot feel with another
buman being; but in order to help him more,
you must study the detail of what he says to
you, watch for the hints of feeling which he may
give you in oblique ways. This requires a kind
of detachment. But within the involvement you
may find the truth about an aspect of the person
which you will never find as a detached ob-
server, Every day we hear thal this is an age of
science and social workers may, I think, be all
too easily forced into one of two false positions.
Firstly, we may develop an exaggerated respect
for that which can be measured scientifically or
statistically and lose confidence in those judge-
ments which are made from the "interior stand-
point" based on this complicated series of
intuitive processes, I have been discussing. We
must beware of what J. S. Hapgood has called
the "psychological hold of mathematical
ideals" , , , On the other hand, we may tum our
backs on what such scientific study has to offer
us. Social workers in the days of the Charity
Organization Society did just this when they
turned their backs on the implications of
Booth's London Survey. We are paying the
price today.

Thus, behind the pressing need for more
social workers lie other auestions: what kind of
social \vorkcrs. and how' trained? We arc in a
crucial phase now. Most of the young people
whom I train are academically well qualified
and have a highly developed critical intellect.
We '...·ant more of such people if social work is
to stand up as a profcssion, ned we want to
foster the growth of discriminating critical
minds. But the nature of this profession of social
casev..·ork demands the development of tbes~
other faculties I have becn dcscribing. The
teachcrs have to facilitate this side of the social
worker's understanding along with olh~r kinds
of learning.

It is never easy to stand with a foot Í!l two
worlds: yet in social work we must, and in doing
so wc make a contribution. however ')ma~I, lo-
wards a better tmderstanding of the way in
which these two approaches to human rc!aúon-
ships, the artistic and the scientific, can comple-
ment and enrich each other.

Let Keats have the last word:
"But the minds of mortals are so different

and bent on such diverse journeys, that it
may at first appear impossible foc :I1lY com·
mon taste or fellcwship to exist b~t\\.'~;:;; two
or· three under these suppositions. It is, how-
ever, quite the contr:lrY. 1I.linds would leave
each Olher in contrary direction. tra':erse e:J.ch
other in numberless points, and at last greet
each other at the journey's end.'>
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The above article is based 011 the script of a talk given by ,\fiss SterellSOfl to the S/ze[fieid Re~¡on
Jast November. It will also be published in the ;\Jay edition of Crucible, the journal of the Board
cf Social Responsibility.
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