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Introduction
In a recent paper discussing the future development of occupational
science, Rudman et al (2008) reported:

… authors within and outside occupational science have pointed to the degree

of consensus or coherence within a discipline as a central marker of sustainability

and vitality and, in turn, have challenged members of [their discipline] to work

towards consensus regarding philosophical beliefs, central constructs and /or

research agendas (p138).

The idea of intellectual consensus has obvious appeal for occupational
scientists striving to consolidate a knowledge base, demonstrate a coherent
set of principles, maximise research efforts and assert the value of their
discipline. It also has appeal for those who believe that for a profession,
such as occupational therapy, to function and thrive, there is a need for
a shared philosophy. However, because dominant theories of occupation
used by both occupational scientists and occupational therapists reflect the
specific perspectives of a minority of the global population (Iwama 2005a,
Hammell 2009a), the conjecture that consensus is currently possible sug-
gests either that those in the majority world ought to acquiesce to the
beliefs, constructs and agendas of importance to occupational scientists
in English-speaking, urban areas of the minority (Western) world, or that
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Background: Claiming that the degree of consensus within an academic discipline
is a marker of sustainability, some occupational scientists have challenged members
of their discipline to work towards philosophical and conceptual consensus. However,
because dominant theories of occupation reflect specific Western perspectives,
proposing consensus suggests either that the global majority ought to conform to
Western perspectives or that Western perspectives are assumed to be universal.

Method: Issues confronting occupational theorists (scientists and therapists)
are not unique. Accordingly, this paper employs illustrative examples from feminist
theory displaying the assumption of universal perspectives and propensity to
theoretical imperialism. These examples are used to highlight the necessity and
value of incorporating cultural diversity within theory.

Discussion: Dominant feminists’ theories were challenged by women of colour,
third world and colonised women, lesbians, and disabled, working class, older
and poor women, and their underlying universal assumptions were exposed as
heterosexist, classist, ableist, racist and an inadequate basis for theory. This
review suggests that knowledge is partial and situated, and that theories prevail
due not to their intrinsic superiority but to superior power.

Conclusion: Occupational scientists and occupational therapy’s theorists are
exhorted to draw from a diversity of cultural perspectives, such that theories are
inclusive rather than exclusive.
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the opinions and perspectives of occupational scientists
in the minority world are universally shared.

Occupational science and occupational therapy are not
synonymous, of course, with occupational therapy being
governed by ethical concerns that may not trouble occupa-
tional scientists. Nevertheless, because ‘occupational science
cannot survive without occupational therapy, and occupa-
tional therapy needs occupational science to remain
substantive and changing in response to societal needs …
the relationship between occupational science and occu-
pational therapy is best described as symbiotic’ (Clark
2006, p172). Thus, a call for consensus – or conformity –
in occupational science is of relevance and concern to
occupational therapists. Moreover, the issues inherent to
this debate are of importance to the intellectual under-
pinnings of occupational therapy and thus to the practice
of occupational therapy throughout the world.

Philosophers contend that science ought to be under-
stood as historically and socially located – the product
of the interpretations and perspectives of humans – such
that claims to objectivity are unsustainable (Kuhn 1962,
Latour 1987). Further, Rudman et al (2008) noted that
‘many philosophers of science have argued that multiple
and divergent perspectives are necessary for scholarship to
thrive’ (p138) and that ‘the quest for and establishment of
a singular paradigm can lead to intellectual confinement,
stagnation and insularity’ (p138). They therefore suggested
that ‘critical reflexivity, in combination with dialogue,
is essential for occupational science to thrive’ (p138).
Their call for critical thinking echoed that of Kronenberg
et al (2005), who argued that occupational therapists
must ‘think and act critically, become aware of the value
patterns and assumptions embedded in our theories and
avoid contributing to the oppression of the very people
we intend to help’ (p xvi).

The aims of this paper are to suggest that calls for intel-
lectual consensus within occupational science are premature,
to support those philosophers of occupational science and
of occupational therapy who seek to inform their theories
from a diversity of perspectives, and thus to contribute to
critical reflexivity and dialogue. To illustrate how diverse
perspectives can challenge assumptions of universalism
and a propensity to theoretical imperialism – and can
enrich significantly a discipline’s theoretical literature – it
draws from those critiques of feminist theory articulated
by women from the global majority, whose perspectives
differed from dominant norms. The paper explores theo-
retical imperialism as this pertains to theories of occupation
and advocates for the decolonising of theory in the disci-
plines of occupational science and occupational therapy.

Terminology
This paper introduces concepts that may be unfamiliar to some
occupational therapists. For example, the term theoretical
imperialism describes a process by which theorists develop

and perpetuate theories that privilege their own perspec-
tives while overlooking, ignoring or silencing the per-
spectives of others (Mann 1995). Throughout history,
imperial cultures, such as the European colonialists, exer-
cised power and reinforced domination by establishing the
parameters of permissible thinking and by suppressing
challenging ideas (Mohanty 1991); imperialistic theorists
do the same.

Closely aligned with theoretical imperialism, the concept
of hegemony was adopted by the disabled Italian political
theorist Gramsci (1971) to describe the process through
which a dominant group exerts power over a subordinate
group: not by physical force, but through the diffusion of
‘common-sense’ ideas that make the norms and values of
the dominant group appear natural, or ‘correct’ (Bocock
1986, Frankenberg 1988). Critical disability theorists,
for example, note that dominant cultural norms ‘always
reflect the interests of those within particular social groups
or societies who have the power to define situations
and the resources with which to ensure that their own
definitions are accepted as true’ (Swain et al 2003, p20).
The consequence of hegemony, therefore, is that ‘the
dominant group’s vision of reality [is] presented as
universal and valid for all groups’ (Abberley 2002, p132).
Importantly, the concept of hegemony contends that
ideologies, beliefs and theories prevail, not due to their
intrinsic superiority or inherent ‘truth’ but as a conse-
quence of power (Foucault 1980).

The assumption of universality is a characteristic effect
of hegemony and is also characteristic of ethnocentrism.
Ethnocentrism refers to the belief that one’s own culture is
superior to others and is the standard by which all other
people should be judged (Leavitt 1999). Ethnocentrism
is often manifested in the assumption that one’s own
values, priorities and perspectives are universal rather
than culturally specific.

This paper draws heavily from the insights of postcolonial
theorists. Postcolonial theories are those that expose and
contest the ways in which a dominant social group privi-
leges its own values and norms by defining, marginalising
and excluding others who have less recourse to social
power (Said 1979). Postcolonial theorists demonstrate
how colonialists historically privileged white, European,
Christian ‘norms’ to reinforce and justify inequalities in
power, and they demonstrate how colonial theorists do
the same (Said 1979, Young 2003). Postcolonial thinkers
are particularly concerned with the assumption of univer-
salism, claiming that this is a fundamental feature of colonial
power because the ‘universal’ features of humanity that are
promoted always constitute the characteristics of those
who occupy positions of dominance (Ashcroft et al 1995).

Finally, the word discipline has two meanings, both of
which are relevant to a study of theoretical conformity. One
definition refers to a branch of learning, such as physics,
geography or occupational science. Discipline is also defined
in terms of subjection to mortification and punishment; thus,
to discipline is to bring under control.
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To illustrate the propensities for theoretical imperialism,
hegemony and ethnocentrism discernible in a discipline’s
assumptions of universal perspectives, the following section
employs examples of challenges from within feminist theo-
retical literatures. This illustration is intended to illuminate
and precede discussion of similar issues and challenges
within the discipline of occupational science.

Universal assumptions, partial
perspectives and theoretical
imperialism
Until the late 1980s, white, Western, middle-class women
expounded feminist theories and developed a feminist agenda,
apparently confident in their assumption that all women
shared their own experiences and that their theories
therefore addressed universal perspectives and priorities
(Young 1990). Instead of viewing their perspectives as
partial, or situated, feminists believed them to be universal,
even insightful. In short, they failed to recognise their
perspectives as perspectives (Young 1990).

Buddhist, Confucian and Taoist philosophies have
always contended that knowledge is inevitably partial
(Kupperman 2001). More recently, postcolonial and post-
modern thinkers have asserted that our interpretations of
what we perceive are influenced both by contemporary
beliefs and by perspectives derived from our location or
position as the member of a particular gender, sexual
identity, class, ethnicity, education, profession and so forth
(Haraway 1988, Alcoff 1991, Said 1993), an insight shared
by philosophers of science (Kuhn 1962, Latour 1987).
Thus, our perspectives are always partial and incomplete,
and never objective. As the postcolonial theorist, Said
(1979, p10), noted: ‘no one has ever devised a method for
detaching the scholar from the circumstances of life, from
the fact of his [sic] involvement (conscious or unconscious)
with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position, or from the
mere activity of being a member of society’.

By the late 1980s, Western feminist theorists were com-
pelled to acknowledge that all knowledge is ‘situated’: that
no person has more than a partial perspective on the
world, and that knowledge is imprinted by the time, context
and social positioning of its creators (Haraway 1988).
When feminist theorists eventually accepted that intellec-
tuals are not the bearers of universal values (Foucault
1980), and that knowledge is both partial and situated, the
need for a diversity of perspectives was apparent.

Once a diversity of perspectives penetrated the realms
of academia, mainstream feminists’ assumptions about the
universal nature of women’s experiences were exposed as
heterosexist, classist, ageist, ableist and racist, because they
ignored important differences among women that were
shaped, for example, by race, ethnicity, class, sexual identity,
disability, age, religion, financial status, culture, language,
history and development (hooks 1984, Young 1990, Kitzinger

and Wilkinson 1996). Thus, mainstream feminist theories
were criticised as being ‘insufficiently attentive to histor-
ical and cultural diversity, and they falsely universalize[d]
features of the theorist’s own era, society, culture, class,
sexual orientation, and ethnic, or racial group’ (Fraser and
Nicholson 1990, p27).

When their opinions eventually infiltrated the feminist
theoretical literatures, women of colour, third world women,
colonised women, lesbians, and disabled, working class,
older and poor women noted that because the dominant
feminist theories had been constructed by privileged white
women in Western societies, these reflected the theorists’
own partial perspectives and their own problems and
priorities (Fraser and Nicholson 1990, Mohanty 1991, Riger
1992). White women, it was argued, had been blinded by
their own cultural norms and had narcissistically univer-
salised their own experiences (hooks 1984). Thus, despite
undeniably good intentions, white, middle-class feminists
were exposed as being theoretical imperialists, and those
feminist theories they had assumed to be insightful and
universal were exposed as inadequate, often irrelevant
and, at times, oppressive (Young 1990).

The following section sketches some of the critiques
that served first to destabilise and subsequently to enrich
feminist theories.

Feminist perspectives from the
global majority
Black American women, who felt marginalised by theories
articulated within their own country, noted that by focus-
ing on patriarchal oppression, white feminists had side-
stepped their complicity as oppressors of black women
(hooks 1984). Third-world women claimed that their con-
cerns aligned more closely with those of third-world men
than with middle-class, white, Western women (Mohanty
1994). This perspective was shared by queer theorists, who
argued that, because feminist research purporting to explore
the situation of ‘women’ was premised on a false univer-
salism, it had overlooked the reality that the experiences
of lesbian women had more in common with those of gay
men than of heterosexual women (Fraser and Nicholson
1990, Stein and Plummer 1994). Further, queer theorists
argued that transsexuals, transgendered people and inter-
sexuals (formerly termed hermaphrodites) demonstrated
that the categories ‘male’ and ‘female’ lack rigid bound-
aries, thereby challenging feminists’ belief that the world
can be neatly divided into two genders (Marks 1999, Davis
2002). In India, the Hirja are accepted as a third gender,
and scientists contend that the interplay of genes, hormones
and anatomy can produce at least five distinguishable
genders (Barnartt 2001, Roughgarden 2004, Callahan 2009).
Thus, dominant feminists’ assumption that everyone’s
sexuality conformed to their own was said to constitute
‘compulsory heterosexuality’ or ‘heterosexism’ (Butler 1999).
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Disadvantaged by structures of power that feminism
had neither noticed nor addressed, disabled feminists were
among the last category of women whose voices penetrated
the realms of feminist theorising. When this eventually
occurred, they catalogued a significant list of theoretical
omissions and commissions that centred on dominant
feminists’ universal assumption that all women valued
autonomy and physical ability, and perceived caring for
others to be a ‘burden’ (Morris 1993, Lloyd 2001). Disabled
women noted that feminist theories portrayed women as
the victims of a patriarchal society that confined them to
their homes and placed them at the service of men, and
that this ignored the situation of disabled women confined
within institutions where they were prevented from having
either homes or partners (Hammell 2006). Further, they
challenged feminists’ portrayal of motherhood as oppressive
and their depiction of reproductive rights as constituting
the right not to bear children, noting that their own history
of compulsory sterilisation, presumed asexuality and
assumed incompetence had denied many of them the right
to have and to care for their own children (Thomson
1997, Sheldon 1999). Disabled women also observed that
when feminists first addressed disability issues, they elected
to champion the rights of those women they perceived to
be burdened by the care of disabled people (for example,
Ungerson 1987, Dalley 1988). By identifying their interests
with women who most closely resembled themselves,
mainstream feminists had overlooked the reality that the
majority of disabled and older people are also women
(Morris 1993, Lloyd 2001).

Moreover, mainstream feminist theorists continually
asserted that power is associated with masculinity (hooks
1984, Hartsock 1990), yet disabled men and women in
hospitals and residential institutions experienced powerless-
ness relative to a powerful, predominantly female staff
(Meekosha 1998). Although it is inarguably true that power is
distributed unequally in society, women who are neither white
nor able-bodied found that its distribution depended upon
a more complex equation than the simplistic male/female
dualism proposed by mainstream feminists (Vernon 1999).

By indulging their own perspectives, and by develop-
ing theories, constructs and research agendas based on the
presumption that these perspectives and beliefs were
universal, dominant feminists had unwittingly engaged in
theoretical imperialism (Kitzinger and Wilkinson 1996).
This prompted Alcoff (1991) to ponder: ‘we are authorized
by virtue of our academic positions to develop theories
that express and encompass the ideas, needs, and goals of
others. However, we must begin to ask ourselves whether
this is a legitimate authority’ (p7). When the opinions of
women whose perspectives differed from the theorists’
norms were finally heard, feminist theorists were ‘challenged
on the grounds of cultural imperialism, and of short-
sightedness in defining the meaning of gender in terms of
middle-class, white experiences’ (Mohanty 1991, p7).

More recently, theorists of occupation have been
challenged on the grounds of cultural imperialism, and

of short-sightedness, in defining their theories in terms
of middle-class, white, able-bodied experiences (Hammell
2009a). The rich kaleidoscope of perspectives that even-
tually penetrated – and enriched – mainstream feminist
theorising, and that has been glimpsed in this section,
suggests the wealth of knowledge that remains untapped
within current theories of occupation.

Theoretical imperialism and
theories of occupation
The examples provided so far show that mainstream feminist
theories ignoring important differences among women that
are shaped by race, ethnicity, class, sexual identity, disability,
age, religion, financial status, culture, language, history and
development were exposed as heterosexist, classist, ageist,
ableist and racist (hooks 1984, Young 1990, Kitzinger and
Wilkinson 1996). Similar observations have been made more
recently, concerning theories of occupation: ‘the assumptions
underpinning occupational therapy’s theories of occupation
are culturally-specific, class-bound, ableist and lacking in
supportive evidence’ (Hammell 2009b, p107).

Nicholson (1990, p1) observed: ‘From the late 1960s
to the mid-1980s, feminist theory exhibited a recurrent
pattern: Its analyses tended to reflect the viewpoints of
white, middle-class women of North America and Western
Europe.’ Theories of occupation have perseverated in this
pattern for considerably longer, such that dominant
theories of occupation have all been developed in middle-
class, urban areas of the English-speaking nations of the
white Western world.

The Kawa Model (Iwama 2005b, 2006), originally devel-
oped in Japan, has been posed to occupational scientists
and occupational therapists as a different way of concep-
tualising occupation and its relationships to wellbeing, and
this model is ‘a direct challenge to the implicit, assumed
universality and dominance of the occupational models
developed in the Western world’ (Townsend and Polatajko
2007, p279). Regrettably, this challenge seems to have
been ignored or dismissed rather than acknowledged and
addressed, with few Western theorists exploring the impli-
cations of this Eastern-influenced model for those models
being promoted strenuously within the occupational
science and occupational therapy literatures.

The Model of Human Occupation (MOHO, Kielhofner
2002) and the Canadian Model of Occupational Performance
(CMOP, Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists
2002), for example, reflect specific Western understandings
of people and their relationships to each other and to the
world: both models asserting that individuals interact
and engage with, but are divisible from, their social and
physical environments (Iwama 2005a). Reflecting Eastern
(Chuang Tzu 1964, Kupperman 2001), African (Sherry
2010) and Indigenous (Mark and Lyons 2010) modes of
thought, the more recent Kawa Model (Iwama 2005b,
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2006), proposes that humans do not engage with their
environment through occupation because they are already
inseparable from the environment. This model reflects a
perception of the indivisibility, interconnectedness and
‘oneness’ of all life (Chuang Tzu 1964, Kupperman 2001,
Mark and Lyons 2010, Sherry 2010): a way of thinking
that has implications for how humans relate within every
dimension of their social, cultural, political, economic,
legal and physical context. Moreover, theorists in some
Western scientific disciplines articulate a similar perspective.
Ecologists, for example, understand all life to be inter-
connected, such that humans are inseparable from their
physical environments (Suzuki 2002).

The reality that the majority of the global population
subscribe to the ‘inter-connected’ view, reflected in the
Kawa Model, does not make this perspective correct, and
the ‘divisible’ perspective (reflected in MOHO and CMOP)
incorrect, but it does suggest that intellectual effort is
required to address and incorporate different perspectives.
However, recent revisions of MOHO and CMOP, under-
taken since publication of the Kawa Model (Townsend and
Polatajko 2007, Kielhofner 2008), have not yet engaged
with the intellectual challenge that it presents to dominant
Western models or to the theoretical status quo. It is
relevant to recall that the dominance of one theory over
another reflects not the superiority of the theory, but a
particular alignment of knowledge and power (Foucault
1980); and that when different perspectives arise, ‘power,
not truth, determines which version of reality will prevail’
(Riger 1992, p736).

Clearly, a discipline advocating engagement and par-
ticipation in occupations cannot personify disengagement
and detachment in its own occupations. Yet, in reading
the published literatures of the occupational science and
occupational therapy disciplines, it is difficult to avoid the
impression that theories of occupation ‘belong’ to white,
middle-class, English-speaking Western theorists and it is
important to recall that the area of the world self-designated
Western, first or developed constitutes only about 17% of
the global population. This is, therefore, the minority world.
What is often termed the developing or third world con-
stitutes approximately 83% of the global population and is
more accurately termed the majority world (Penn 1999).
Moreover, occupational therapists’ and occupational scientists’
physical abilities, social class, race, ethnicity, economic status,
language, education, professional status, age, religious
tradition, geographical and urban locations differentiate
them from the majority of the world’s people, and even
from many people in their own, minority world. In par-
ticular, their positioning markedly differentiates them
from the majority of disabled people, 80% of whom live
in the majority (‘developing’) world, with 90% of these
people living in rural areas (Marks 1999). Occupational
theorists have only rarely sought to explore the needs and
perspectives of disabled people in the majority world, and
perhaps beliefs, constructs and theories of occupation
would look different if we did.

The tendency to expound theories derived solely from
the values and norms of a Western viewpoint is viewed
by postcolonial theorists as an expression of colonial and
imperialistic domination (Young 2003). Because the opin-
ions shared by occupational scientists and occupational
therapy theorists in the minority world are not universal but
culturally specific (Iwama 2005a), it is clear that the uncritical
promulgation of these opinions leads not solely to inade-
quate, partial theories but constitutes both ethnocentrism
(Iwama 2003) and theoretical imperialism (Hammell 2006).

Decolonising theory
Feminist theorists assert that the application of theoretical
perspectives can result either in sharpening sensitivity to
the experiences of people’s lives or in shaping and silencing
these experiences (Parr 1998). Despite acknowledgement
that human wellbeing and the occupations in which people
engage are influenced by physical, social, cultural, political,
economic and legal environments, much of the occupa-
tional therapy and occupational science literatures focus
predominantly on individual issues, such as volition, personal
causation, habituation and motor skills. Postcolonial theorists
would note that only the privileged can indulge in theory that
ignores oppressive economic, political, legal and policy
constraints on people’s lives.

Women whose perspectives and problems had been
ignored or marginalised by mainstream feminist theorising
discovered that just at the intellectual moment when their
voices began to be heard, the intellectual climate shifted,
with dominant feminists suddenly embracing postmodernism
and poststructuralism: ways of thinking that de-emphasise
the place of personal experience in theory and that deny and
repress difference (Young 1990). This prompted Hartsock
(1990, p163-64) to lament:

Why is it that just at the moment when so many of us who

have been silenced begin to demand the right to name

ourselves, to act as subjects rather than objects of history,

that just then the concept of subjecthood becomes

problematic? Just when we are forming our own theories

about the world, uncertainty emerges about whether the

world can be theorized. Just when we are talking about the

changes we want, ideas of progress … become dubious and

suspect. Why is it only now that critiques are made of the

will to power inherent in the effort to create theory?

The word ‘consensus’ refers to an agreement in opinion.
Clearly, theoretical consensus cannot be viewed as legiti-
mate when a diversity of opinions have not been sought,
acknowledged or included. To accomplish consensus
would require occupational scientists actively to seek the
perspectives of people whose culture and life experiences
differ from their own Western, urban, middle-class norms;
people, for example, in rural communities, low-income
neighbourhoods and refugee camps, people who are
homosexual, transgendered or intersexual, people living
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with serious illnesses, those accorded minority status,
such as indigenous people and disabled people confined
within institutions, those who live in desperate poverty and,
especially, people from countries of the East and South. As
feminist theorists discovered, ‘starting our inquiries from
a subordinate group’s experience … uncover[s] the limits
of the dominant group’s conceptual schemes’ (Riger 1992,
p733). Moreover, let it not be forgotten that the dominant
group is the statistical minority.

Conclusion
The issues raised in this paper – hegemony, theoretical
imperialism and assumptions of universalism – are impor-
tant not solely for the promotion of inclusive and relevant
theories of occupation, but also for the survival of the
occupational science discipline. In a review of the state of
occupational science, Clark (2006) identified several
factors that influence the viability of academic disciplines.
Having a global perspective was found by Clark (2006) to
support viability, whereas theoretical hegemony, the ten-
dency to imperialism and intellectual laziness are all potential
threats to the sustainability of an academic discipline.

Postcolonial feminist theorists contend that in a world
of persisting inequalities, knowledge cannot be conceptu-
alised in neutral terms but, rather, as inherently enmeshed
in power relations (Salazar 1991). There is an implicit
message here for occupational scientists and occupational
therapists in countries outside North America and Western
Europe: resist theoretical colonisation! Recognise that a
theory, construct or model developed in a more powerful
nation may have achieved widespread use because of
superior access to power and superior marketing and not
to superior theorising.

Rudman et al (2008, p142) posed the following question:
‘How can occupational scientists move forward in shaping
an international science that itself does not contribute to
global inequality?’ They answered their own astute question
by suggesting that ‘attempts at trans- and cross-cultural
thinking and research can add new ideas to existing
theories, raise awareness of the assumptions underpinning
existing concepts, and help guard against assumptions of
universality’ (p142).

Drawing primarily from historical records within feminist
theory from the 1980s and 1990s, this paper has sought
to demonstrate that universal assumptions are, at best,
naïve and, at worst, oppressive, and has endeavoured to
illustrate how diverse perspectives can significantly enrich
a discipline’s theoretical literature. It supports the con-
tention, suggested by Rudman et al (2008), that multiple
perspectives and critical reflexivity, in combination with
dialogue, are essential for occupational science and occu-
pational therapy scholarship to thrive. Because theories of
occupation inform the practices of occupational therapists,
it is vital that those theories are neither ethnocentric nor
grounded on false, imperialistic assumptions.

Key findings
� Dominant theories of occupation are informed by specific Western

perspectives, which are not universal.
� Scientific and professional integrity require theories to be informed

by a diversity of perspectives.

What the study has added
By challenging theoretical imperialism and the assumption of universal
perspectives, this paper demonstrates that theories drawn from a diversity
of cultural perspectives are likely to be more inclusive and constructive.
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