
Unpacking White 

Saviorism in Service

ACGMI 2021

ALAYNA SHAW (SHE/HER)

CASSIE DUBOV (SHE/HER)



Community Agreements

1. Stay engaged: Staying engaged means “remaining morally, emotionally, 
intellectually, and socially involved in the dialogue” (p. 59)

2. Experience discomfort: This norm acknowledges that discomfort is inevitable, 
especially, in dialogue about race, and that participants make a commitment to bring 
issues into the open. It is not talking about these issues that create divisiveness. The 
divisiveness already exists in the society and in our schools. It is through dialogue, even 
when uncomfortable, the healing and change begin.

3. Speak your truth: This means being open about thoughts and feelings and not just 
saying what you think others want to hear.

4. Expect and accept non-closure: This agreement asks participants to “hang out in 
uncertainty” and not rush to quick solutions, especially in relation to racial 
understanding, which requires ongoing dialogue (pp. 58-65).



Community Agreements Cont...

 Step Up, Step Back

 Intent vs. Impact

 Take Accountability for Your Words

 This is A LOT – especially if this is new to you!

 Anything else you’d like to add?





Acknowledgements 

for our BIPOC (Black, 

Indigenous, People 

of Color) AmeriCorps 

Program Staff:

 We recognize these conversations are 

tough and might be triggering - take a 

break if you need!

 We are not expecting you to teach or 

educate your white peers.

 We appreciate you being in this space 

with us as we unpack the ways in which 

white saviorism negatively impacts our 

organizations and AmeriCorps programs.



A CALL TO ACTION

• Take out a piece of paper and number it 1-5

• Anytime you feel the following, write it on your list to revisit:

• When you are feeling "flushed" from 

something we've said (maybe you really love a movie we 

have mentioned that perpetuates a white saviorism

narrative)

• Feel yourself disengaging

• Want to learn more about something



Why are we talking 

about this?

White people hold 
power and 

privilege over 
BIPOC. Systemic 
racism has led to 
BIPOC having less 
access to wealth, 
opportunities, etc.

Due to the 
wealth/access 

gap, often times 
white folks are 

hired into program 
staff/service roles 
because they are 
able to live on the 

stipend/low 
salaries.

There is then often 
lack of 

representation of 
BIPOC 

in AmeriCorps 
Programs.

These white 
members/program 

staff are often 
disconnected from 

the communities 
they are serving.

In order to 
obtain operational 

funding, organization
s will often tokenize 

and exploit the story 
of the community, 
often centering the 

narrative around the 
white led 

organization who is 
supporting the 
community.

All of these 
actions harm 

BIPOC 
AmeriCorps 

members, staff 
and BIPOC 

communities we 
are serving.



Reflect on your identity and your 

experiences in AmeriCorps

 What is your race? 

 How is your race perceived by the world? (i.e. latinx but white “passing”)

 What is your socio-economic status?

 What has your access to opportunity and a quality education been?

 Will these identities and life experiences be different or similar to the majority of 
members that your program supports? What about the communities you 
serve?

When you show up in your role at your organization, you show up with these parts 
of who you are in tow. You show up with YOUR OWN world view, life experiences 
and biases towards people who are different from you – whether you want to 
admit that or not.



Shared 

Language and 

Definitions

 White Privilege

 is not the assumption that everything a 

white person has accomplished is 

unearned. Instead, white privilege should 

be viewed as a built-in advantage, for 

simply being white.



White 

Privilege 
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Shared 

Language and 

Definitions

 White Fragility

 term has been popularized by 

Robin DiAngelo’s book “White Fragility”. 

This term to feelings of discomfort or 

defensiveness a white person 

experiences when they witness 

discussions around racial inequality and 

injustice.



White 

Fragility 
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Shared Language and 

Definitions

 White Supremacy

 Often thought of as individuals who are outwardly 

racist in their behaviors, beliefs, etc. While these 

individuals are undoubtedly racist, white supremacy 

is much larger. White supremacy captures the all-

encompassing centrality and assumed superiority 

of people defined and perceived as white.



White 

Supremacy 
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White Supremacy 

Culture



White Supremacy Culture
What do you 

normally think of 

when you hear 

“cultural 

competence”?



What is White Saviorism?

 “A white person who provides help or ‘aid’ 

to non-white people in a self-serving manner 

while simultaneously dehumanizing those 

they set out to ‘help’”.

 White saviorism or “white savior complex”, 

has deep roots in colonialism when native 

populations being colonized all around the 

world were assumed to be in need of 

“saving” by white European Christian 

missionaries.

 Often times, the white savior complex is 

something that the individual is not 

consciously aware of, which is the root of 

the issue.



White Saviorism can look like…

 The Classic Hollywood Trope – do you 
recognize these movies?

 Assumming you know best, when you come 
from a completely different community

 Using people of color as “props” in social 
media posts

 Desiring an emotional experience to feel 
validated

 Feeling guilty for having more privilege

 Seeing something done differently in a 
culture and wanting to “fix it” to make it 
more like our own culture

 “They are happy with so little”

 Poverty or Trauma “Porn”



It can also look like...

 Feeling the urge to step in and speak on behalf of BIPOC's needs rather than leaving 

them with the agency to speak for themselves

 The centering of white narratives on BIPOC liberation, such as the belief that nonwhite 

Muslim women who freely choose to wear the hijab need to be freed from their so-

called oppression by ditching the hijab and embracing Western White Feminism

 The desire to be the hero of a story – elevate BIPOC voices and their work instead!



Voluntourism

 PeaceCorps is an 

international example but we know 

this happens domestically as well

 Volunteers are 

(sometimes) inexperienced

 Quick transitions in and out of the 

role (I.e. year long terms of service)

 How many of your members are local 

vs. from outside the community you 

are serving?



Understanding the 

Layers of Complexity



Again...why are we talking 

about this?

 The overwhelming number of educators in 

schools where the majority of students are 

students of color are white, come from different 

communities and are of different socioeconomic 

classes. This creates an inherent power 

imbalance.

 In AmeriCorps, there is often little socioeconomic 

diversity due to the low living stipend. And 

unfortunately, due to systemic racism – a 

disproportionate amount of BIPOC individuals are 

of a lower socio-economic status as well which 

makes it harder to have a program that reflects 

the students we serve.



“

”
If you’re coming into a place to 
save somebody then you’ve 
already lost because young 
people don’t need saving.
-KENYA DOWNS



“

”
“Different cultures do not exist for 
your consumption, someone 
else’s way of living is not there for 
you to ‘experience’”.
@NOWHITESAVIORS



So, what now?

 Remember the systemic and 
institutionalized nature of the white savior 
complex – while we have responsibilities to 
unlearn our biases as individuals, this is a 
systemic issue.

 Have humility!

 You are working “with” communities, not 
“for” them.

 Never stop holding yourself accountable 
for the work that you still have left to do –
we live in a world that has maintained the 
white savior narrative for a long time, it’s a 
process to unlearn and unpack.

 THIS IS FRAMEWORK – you should carry this 
with you in all your interactions in your 
AmeriCorps programs and within your 
communities more broadly.



Anti-Racism Assessment Tool for Organizations & AmeriCorps Programs



Resources:

 @nowhitesaviors

 @sylviaduckworth

 “Me and White Supremacy” by Lalya Saad

 “Social Service or Social Change? Who 

Benefits from your Work?” by Paul Kivel

 “The Characteristics of White Supremacy 

Culture” from Dismantling Racism: A Workbook 

for Social Change Groups, by Kenneth Jones 

and Tema Okun



Reflect – the 4 A's

Appreciation

Apology

Ask

Aha



Additional Resources?

Alayna Shaw, alaynas@youthforachange.org

Cassie Dubov, cassied@youthforachange.org

Follow CYC's AmeriCorps Programs on Instagram:

@cycamericorps @coloradoyouthforachange

mailto:alaynas@youthforachange.org
mailto:cassied@youthforachange.org


Questions?


