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Foreword

In the best of circumstances and with adequate resources, establishing and delivering 
social work education is both challenging and complex. Calling out these challenges 
and complexities is exactly what Vjollca Krasniqi and Jane McPherson have done in 
this volume, Human Rights in this Age of Uncertainty: Social Work Approaches and 
Practices from Southeast Europe. With human rights as the critical framework for 
establishing and delivering social work education and practice, Krasniqi and 
McPherson have brought together educator practitioners who examine a human rights-
based approach to social work education from a Southeast European perspective.

Human Rights in this Age of Uncertainty critically presents the educational and 
social historical contexts of social work education and practice in Southeast 
European nations. The authors explore the transition from the historical context of 
needs-based services to rights-based approaches and practices. They illustrate the 
dualism occurring between social work education that promotes human rights 
approaches versus social work practice that often supports a needs-based paradigm, 
requiring practitioners to adhere to legal regulations with little or no attention to 
human rights. They carefully examine the historical contexts influenced by gender 
inequality, discrimination, oppression, political instability, and social exclusion, 
which have limited the adoption of a rights-based approach to services. The authors 
offer a careful analysis of the intersection of the issues confronting social work 
approaches to human rights and social justice in Southeast Europe, and they identify 
and examine the challenges and obstacles faced by social work educators as they 
integrate a rights-based framework in social work education.

As identified by title, the organizing framework of this book is human rights in 
the context of the uncertainties facing social work education and practice. This 
framework includes an explicit grounding of practice in human rights principles: 
human dignity, nondiscrimination, participation, transparency, and accountability. 
Each principle with its multiple facets compels social workers to examine the causes 
of inequities and find avenues to address them. Staying true to the values and ethics 
of the profession, this book lays out the limitations and criticisms of rights-based 
approaches, outlines suggestions for how these approaches can be integrated into 
social work education and practice, and presents future directions for social work 
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practice responses to the ongoing challenges to human rights and aspirations for 
equality in Southeast Europe.

The book is an introduction for those interested in understanding the history and 
current political context of social work education programs and practice in Southeast 
Europe. In addition, it will be useful as a primary or secondary text in a course on 
international social work approaches and practices or human rights and social justice. 
The array of topics provides a glimpse of the challenges and complexities of establish-
ing and delivering social work education in systems impacted by ineffective leader-
ship, political repression, marginalization of vulnerable groups, and social inequalities.

It is easy for faculty and students to become cynical about human rights and social 
justice when it seems as if the whole world is engaged in unjust practices and not pay-
ing attention to the plight of our marginalized and vulnerable citizens. We recognize 
that rights-based approaches seem abstract and well-meaning, but often have little 
influence over professional practice. We acknowledge that our goal to change the 
profession is often obstructed by the social and political climate of the host country. 
This is exactly why Human Rights in this Age of Uncertainty is an important resource 
for understanding international social work education and practice; for engaging in 
the discourse around human rights, social justice, and rights-based approaches; and 
for connecting interpersonal practices (micro perspectives) with community work, 
policy development, advocacy, and social action (macro perspectives).

As social work educators, a large portion of our careers has focused on interna-
tional social work education and practice, with an emphasis on Southeast Europe. 
This book speaks to the importance of recognizing and affirming the differences in 
educational and cultural contexts, which significantly impact the design and deliv-
ery of social work education and practice. The validity and importance of this book 
is demonstrated throughout each chapter.

With this in mind, we invite readers to suspend judgment based on their own 
historical, educational, and cultural contexts. We invite them to recognize the impor-
tance of the need for strong linkages between academe, practice, and policy. We 
invite them to open their minds to a significant shift from the dominant needs-based 
approach to a rights-based approach to reposition and redefine social work as a 
human rights profession.

Co-Founder, Southeast European  
Women’s Leadership Initiative  
Secretary, International Association of  
Schools of Social Work  
Board Chair Emerita, Council on Social Work Education  
Dean and Professor Emerita, University  
of St. Thomas�

Barbara W. Shank, MSW, PhD, LICSW 

St. Paul, MN, USA

Co-Founder, Southeast European Women’s  
Leadership Initiative  
President, Dennis A and Julia M Watkins Foundation  
Executive Director Emerita, Council on Social Work Education
President Emerita, American University in Bulgaria�

Julia M. Watkins, MSW, PhD 

Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria
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1.1  �Southeast Europe: A Region of Continuous Transition 
and Uncertainty

In early 2022, as we put the finishing touches on this manuscript, the world is more 
than 2 years into the COVID-19 pandemic that has turned lives upside down—cre-
ating uncertainty—around the globe and across Southeast Europe. This uncertainty 
is exacerbated now by the reality of war on the region’s eastern border. Putin’s inva-
sion of Ukraine means that Southeast Europe must brace itself for a flood of new 
refugees and a future whose story will be rewritten once again by conflict. In the 
Southeast European region, this uncertainty is nothing new. For more than three 
decades, the region has felt the pains and pleasures of its transition from socialism 
to capitalism and liberal democracy, and the region has endured the trauma and 
destruction of war. Still, this “normalized state of exception,” to borrow from Walter 
Benjamin (1968, p. 257), should not be understood simply as a condition of stagna-
tion or chaos, but rather as one that carries within it the possibility of transcendence. 
Uncertainty, in this sense, can open the door to transformation, resilience, and 
development.

In this volume, we investigate the impact of these transitions and uncertainties 
on the social work profession in Southeast Europe, we examine these transforma-
tions, and we explore how human rights have been integrated (or not) into profes-
sional social work practice and education. Authors from across the 
region—representing the seven nations of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, Romania, and Slovenia—reflect on their national and 
social work histories and consider how effective social work has been at coping 
with transition and promoting human rights in their respective countries. In so 
doing, these authors identify barriers—structural, cultural, and individual—that 
prevent social workers from engaging in human rights–based approaches to pro-
fessional practice. Though barriers and challenges abound, these authors conclude 
that social work can and must play a role in expanding access to the full gamut of 
human rights for all people in the region.

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War in 1989, Southeast 
Europe has been engaged in a process of accelerated disruption, evolution, and 
change. Indeed, the region has been shaped by rupture. The dissolution of 
Yugoslavia opened the door for the emergence of new states—Slovenia, Croatia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and the still-
disputed nation of Kosovo—and also created uncertainty and conflict as new bor-
ders were drawn. War and interethnic violence in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in 
Kosovo prompted the international community to intervene by deploying United 
Nations (UN) peacekeepers in Bosnia and Herzegovina, carrying out aerial bomb-
ings against Serb military and police forces in Kosovo, and by establishing UN 
protectorates in both countries. Though there is peace now, the ethnic divisions 
and tension within Bosnia and Herzegovina and between Serbia and Kosovo 
remain. In former Yugoslavia and across the Southeast European region, the end 
of the communist era required nations to develop new state systems and political 

V. Krasniqi and J. McPherson


