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RESEARC H 
DESIG N

P A RTIC IP A NTS
8 white, female identified community-based socia l workers

THEO RY
A phenomenology of whiteness (Ahmed, 2007)
Intersectiona lity (Crenshaw, 1989)

DA TA  A NA LYS IS
Foucauldian Discourse Ana lysis (Macias, 2015)

Wha t ca n na rra tives  
of white  fema le , 

community-ba sed 
socia l worke rs  te ll us  

a bout how the  
domina nt d iscourse  
of white  femininity 
sha pes  socia l work 

pra ctice?



White Femininity in Social Work
•Social work, through the dominant discourse of 
white femininity , is a site which “otherness” is 
negotiated and secured.
•White women, through the process of colonization 
were subscribed the role of moral gatekeeper. This 
justified their intervention into the lives of the poor, the 
immigrant, Indigenous, and Black populations, along 
with persons marked as mentally ill or disabled. 
•Because the aim of colonization in Canada was the 
formation of a white settler-state, any person who 
identified outside the lines of the white, wealthy, 
heterosexual, male were considered a threat to the 
colonial empire.

•White women gained power in the public sphere 
through helping professions such as social work, 
and ultimately their position of power was 
contingent on the moral degradation of the 
“other.” 
•Additionally, white women’s worth was 
completely reliant on their ability to fulfill the 
virtuosity subscribed to them through the 
dominant discourse of white femininity. 
•While this is an origin story, contemporary social 
work continues to perform this same script, both 
institutionally and through the constitution of 
bodies that take up the position of social worker. 



Defensiveness

CHARLIE

"Well, you know, and I, rightly have reflected 
on this because I was very curious about your 

research, because there's an a s s ump tion
b e c a us e  you a re  white , you're  p rivile g e d ... 
And tha t's not necessa rily a lwa ys the  ca se . I 
think we , you know, we  ma ke  [a ssumptions], 
you know, ba sed on the  color of my skin, tha t 
I'm privileged. And so, I'm ve ry mindful of tha t 
even though I come  from, a nd support people  
tha t ma ybe  a re  Ca uca sia n, I would  ne ve r g o 

to a  p e rs on who is  in p ove rty, with 
a d d ic tions , a nd  the y're  Ca uc a s ia n a nd  

s a y, "we ll, you're  in a  p os it ion of p rivile g e , 
'c a us e  you're  white .'"

What is the impact of your 
whiteness on racialized clients?



Future Recommendations for 
Socia l Work 

• Future research must examine the operations of whiteness and racial 
violence at every level of social work education and practice, including 
international social work (Badwall, 2016). 

• Educating future social workers on the nuances of whiteness, by analyzing 
gender and race together, deepens students' understanding of its 
operations.

• Field education is a useful middle ground between education and 
practice, which supports social workers to take their theoretical 
knowledge and put it into action (MacDonald et al., 2020). 
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