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COMMENT

A critical reflection from inside, looking back and forward:
Theorising perspectives on decolonising occupational science
theory and practice
Musharrat J. Ahmed-Landeryou

London South Bank University, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
The paper seeks to provide a critical reflection on theorising perspectives
in relation to decolonising occupational science from an insider’s
perspective. In this paper ‘theorising’ refers to the means of identifying
and collating some of the characteristics that form the problem of
coloniality in the discipline of occupational science, and hence
contribute to developing ways and means of decolonising occupational
science. Various literature sources and theories from occupational
science and beyond are addressed to engage the reader in this topic
and critical reflection. The paper seeks to encourage the reader to
critically review the current occupational science theory/ies, and
practice, by offering a critical provocation that asserts that occupational
science is institutionally racist and continues to perpetuate and recycle
coloniality. A significant aspect of this critical reflection is framed around
an adapted version of Professor Leon Tikly’s three pillars of decolonising
the university, which has been applied to the topic of decolonising
occupational science. The paper concludes by invoking the reader to
look inward at the discipline of occupational science and to join in
collaboration/s to generatively disrupt the current coloniality of the
science, further providing suggestions on ways to do so.
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Occupational science is the study of how humans
participate in meaningful and/or purposeful
activities (occupations) in context (Motimele,
2022), and this science informs occupational
therapy practice in applying activities of daily liv-
ing for healing, recovery, rehabilitation, and well-
being. In the USA, the development of the disci-
pline of occupational science was driven by the
marketisation and corporatisation of universities,
and the politics of higher education (Clark, 2006;
Frank, 2012). Its development as a discipline
opened up opportunities to research human
occupation influenced by public health and

socio-economical/political perspectives and chal-
lenges (Galvaan, 2021).

I began feeling an urgency to write this critical
reflection, after having to deeply reflect on and
reviewmy lived experiences of attending and pre-
senting at the Inaugural World Occupational
Science Conference, in 2022, held in Vancouver,
Canada. At the conference I heard fromWestern
and Global South based scholars on a range of
wonderful topics and projects related to inter-
rupting marginalisation, the impact of racism/
antiracism, the potential of decolonising, and
the value of collective action work/generating
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collaborations; as well as how occupations can be
applied to enable change. I presented with Māori
scholar, Isla Emery-Whittington, on decolonising
occupational science (it must be said here that the
abstract published in the Journal of Occupational
Science was initially incorrect. This was sub-
sequently corrected).

Following our presentation, we received a
long ovation which was supposed to be a posi-
tive recognition of our work. However, I was
left feeling a lack of urgency around a recog-
nition of the necessity to address issues of racism
and coloniality in occupational science. I am
aware that such a sense could be construed as
making sweeping generalisations, but these are
my own subjective experiences of the conference
at the time. Such experiences were perhaps
informed and further exacerbated by one white
Canadian leader (at the final day of leaders’ pre-
sentations), referring to the persuasiveness skills
of another presenter they were introducing, as
someone who could ‘sell fridges to [outdated/
offensive term referring to the Inuit and Yui-
pik]’. The leader appeared completely oblivious
to the exploitative meaning in that phrase and
painfully my mind wondered straight to coloni-
ality—it made me feel very uncomfortable and
reinforced this sense of not belonging.

Thoughtlessness in such matters, albeit clearly
unintentional, hurts, and then if more systemati-
cally continued, it can harm individuals, groups,
and communities. This brings me to my reflective
piece: its purpose is to encourage and even convict
the occupational science community to looking
inward in relation to how coloniality shows up
in multiple spaces, before thinking about decolo-
nial praxis outwardly. Gibson (2020) supported
that critical reflexivity and reflection by the occu-
pational science and therapy communities is a
process by which to develop actions to disrupt
institutional racism and racist practitioners’
power structures. My contention or provocation
in this critical reflective piece is that occupational
science is institutionally racist due to coloniality.
To enable further critical reflections around my
contention, I believe the concept of coloniality
must be better understood, because without
such understanding there may also be a lack of
awareness that coloniality lives and operates sys-
temically in theories such as occupational science,
leading to institutional racism.

For the sake of transparency, I will declare my
own positionality. I am a dark-skinned person of
South Asian heritage, Bangladeshi, who is an
academic and acknowledges the power and pri-
vilege in that role, and I live in the UK in the
heart of the metropole. I am an educator in
occupational therapy and teach occupational
science topics. Critical reflections, such as this,
from those members of the profession who are
Minoritized, can constitute a decolonial act in
itself, because this kind of critical thinking
from a Minoritized occupational therapist does
not form the majority narrative and therefore
has the ability to disrupt more dominant ways
of thinking and knowing. Such acts of decoloni-
ality are not fixed prescriptions; they change
with the advancement of knowledges and chan-
ging contexts, inclusive of cultures, countries,
and chronology (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2021).

Coloniality is the sustaining and recycling of
the characteristics of colonialism structurally
and collectively in current knowledge, practice,
and culture, continuing the disadvantage, mar-
ginalisation, and harm to Black, Indigenous,
and Minoritized populations through enacted
governance, policies, and leadership (IGI Global
Publishers, n.d.). Occupational science was
developed by people from the Western globe.
It is dominated by theories and viewpoints
developed from Western centrism, and its lea-
ders in the main are white Western individuals
keeping hold of the white gaze. The same could
be translated to occupational therapy, as occu-
pational science informs the therapy, and its the-
ories and practice are built on Western culture.
Occupational science brings an occupational
perspective to issues of social justice and
human rights to reveal aspects that may not
have been previously evident, such as how dis-
crimination plays out in people’s everyday occu-
pations. This includes being excluded from
valued occupations or relegated to devalued
occupations, causing real harm that can become
intergenerational. The people who developed,
and currently develop, these concepts in occu-
pational science were/are from privileged pos-
itions and hence perpetuate coloniality and
white supremacy because they do not identify
or analyse social harms from these perspectives
(Emery-Whittington, 2021; Grenier, 2020;
Ramugondo, 2018).
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It therefore seems imperative to ask: Whose
human rights, whose social justice, how and
where have the concepts been framed from?
Whiteness/white gaze is not a colour: it is a
way of being, beliefs that create power hierar-
chies to oppress and create racial disparities in
ways that keep benefitting that group (Advocate
Muzi Sikhakhane in an interview by Mpofu-
Walsh, 2023). White supremacy is an ideology
that is used as an instrument for oppression
and social segregation. It is how whiteness
shows up to promote power and racial hierar-
chies, individualism, and what is meant by pro-
fessionalism (Almeida et al., 2019; Blackdeer &
Ocampo, 2022), and this is relatable to occu-
pational science and therapy disciplines (Gre-
nier, 2020). For example, the lack of diversity
in the leaderships of occupational science and
therapy is generating knowledge and practice
aligning to Western standards, a narrow per-
spective. But this perpetuates imbalance in
power dynamics as it is facilitating people into
leadership that are similar in the predominant
racial make-up of the current leaderships, and
this continues the lack of diversity, and the
cycle continues. So, from the explanations thus
far it can be seen why coloniality can be attrib-
uted to the historical and current conception of
occupational science.

There has been an increasing focus on
decolonising occupational science, which is
building momentum for the discipline to inter-
rogate itself and act to change for contemporary
global relevance, for example Ahmed-Landeryou
et al. (2022), Emery-Whittington (2021), Simaan
(2020a), Gibson (2020), and Ramugondo (2015,
2018). These authors are calling on the occu-
pational science community to disrupt its dom-
inating Western centrism and neoliberalism,
hence coloniality replay, a ‘short-hand’ term I
use to express continuing reproduction/rep-
resentation of coloniality, that is tangled in the
continuing contribution to institutionally racia-
lised discrimination of Black, Indigenous, and
Minoritized populations, potentially leading to
inequitable occupational therapy service pro-
vision, further promoting health inequities. I
speculate that the general hesitation to engage
in decolonising actions could be due to ignor-
ance, complacency, or seeking to avoid discom-
fort, that comes from power and privilege.

“Health inequities are systematic differences
in the received healthcare status of different
population groups” (WHO, 2018), leading to
significant racial disparities in health further
leading to impacting individuals and commu-
nities socio-economically. South African politi-
cal thinker and activist, Advocate Muzi
Sikhakhane, has said that economically just sys-
tems lead to antiracism because it sees all com-
munities in equal value as a starting point
(Mpofu-Walsh, 2023). Sikhakhane continued
that racial disparities are the end outcome of
coloniality in the system (Mpofu-Walsh 2023).
Coloniality is the values, episteme (ways of
knowing), and power structures that were in
the Western ideology of colonialisation that is
continuing today in disciplines, structures, and
institutions, discriminating, oppressing, and
harming (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Ndlovu-Gat-
sheni, 2013). Frank (2022) added that neoliberal
education and healthcare institutions have
pushed occupational science to be more of a
research brand, a capitalist notion, rather than
an explanatory science. Whilst there have been
attempts to show how to decolonise occu-
pational science (e.g., Motimele, 2022; Ramu-
gondo, 2015, 2018; Simaan, 2020a, 2020b),
there seems a distinct lack of any visible change.

It is important, in context of this critical
reflection, that the term decolonisation and its
associated terms are understood. For this pur-
pose, a description of decolonising knowledge
taken up by Humboldt University social work
department, in the USA has been used:

Decolonization is the intelligent, calcu-
lated and active resistance to the forces
of colonialism that perpetuates the subju-
gation and/or exploitation of our minds,
bodies, and lands, and it is engaged for
the ultimate purpose of overturning the
colonization structure, and realizing Indi-
genous liberation. (Wilson & Bird, 2005,
p. 5)

I selected this description over others because it
communicates the harm, violence, oppression,
and dispossession created by the colonialisation
of Indigenous and Minoritized knowledges, and
thereby why there is a need for a decolonising
approach. Furthermore, decolonisation has
been described as the complex interplay between
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politics, economics, knowledges from the Global
South, and human rights (Gibson & Farias,
2020; Simaan, 2020b; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Colo-
niality has been explained earlier.

Emery-Whittington (2021), in her Golden
Quill CAOT 2023 awarded paper titled ‘Occu-
pational justice - Colonial business as usual?
Indigenous observations from Aotearoa’,
impresses on us that the problems with occu-
pational science, occupational therapy, and
terms such as occupational justice are that
these are instruments implicated in accultura-
tion and the normalising hegemony of the Wes-
tern gaze in the disciplines. Emery-Whittington
further asserted that within occupational science
and occupational therapy, racism, coloniality,
imbalance of power, and privilege are rarely
raised, let alone interrogated. This tendency
supports Guajardo Córdoba’s (2020) assertion
that occupational justice is “a new form of epis-
temic and cognitive colonization of the pro-
fession, which operates under universalist,
essentialist, liberal assumptions, typical of mod-
ern Eurocentric rationality” (p. 1365).

Decolonising is being continuously active in
actions for decolonisation, and decoloniality is
praxis (conceptualising conditions for enacting
and undoing coloniality) (Mignolo & Walsh,
2018). Furthermore, Fúnez-Flores et al. (2022)
explained in regard to decolonial praxis that
“decolonial thought and praxis, in other words,
is dynamic and heterogeneously configured”
(p. 614), adding that it does not belong to a
handful of Black, Indigenous, and Minoritized
scholars to do the decolonial work.

Reflection has always been promoted in the
disciplines of occupational science and occu-
pational therapy but appears, in my view, to
shy away from discussions or research on racism
and decolonising, which is limited. This reflec-
tive piece critically explores the coloniality of
occupational science, with the intention of high-
lighting the urgent need for the occupational
science community to critically look inward at
the discipline and involve ourselves in decolo-
nial actions now.

I used the term theorising in the title of this
piece, as the focus of theorising is not developing
a theory of decolonising occupational science as
an end product but developing the character-
istics of the problem by viewing it through

many perspectives (Hammond, 2018; Swedberg,
2012). In relation to occupational science, the
problem would be referring to coloniality in
the discipline and how and why to take a deco-
lonising approach, asking oneself how it is
showing up in many ways in occupational
science literature, research, discussions and
more. I am hoping my reflections will in some
way go towards elucidating this. Theorising on
the topic of decolonising occupational science
is a decolonial act as it is challenging and inter-
rupting the status quo.

The main critical discussions in the content
of this paper are around three proposed pillars
for decolonising occupational science through
answering ‘what if’ questions, with illustrations
and practical suggestions of actions to start on
the path of decolonising. The decolonising work
is not for one or a few, but for all in the commu-
nities of occupational science and therapy.

Reflecting on Theorising Perspectives
of Decolonising Occupational Science
to Reimagine a Different Future

The reflective piece is organised with reference
to Professor Leon Tikly’s three pillars of decolo-
nising the university: decolonising the curricu-
lum, democratising the university, and
decolonising research (Wilkinson & Zou’bi,
2021). I have adapted the pillars for decolonising
occupational science to provide a framework to
springboard thoughts for reimagining and
rebuilding the discipline. The interpreted three
pillars for decolonising occupational science
could be:

. Decolonising occupational science education

. Democratising occupational science (e.g., the
governing bodies of the International Society
of Occupational Science, SSO: USA, Journal
of Occupational Science, etc)

. Decolonising occupational science knowl-
edge generation and dissemination.

I further propose asking the ‘what if’ questions,
as these are powerful and effective questions to
pose when change is wanted, however big or
small. Effectively, posing such questions at the
starting line forms emotions to bring forth
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deeper considerations in creativity or reima-
gining (Hittler, 2018).

What if occupational science education
takes a decolonising approach?

Professor Tikly has said that the reason we are
wanting to decolonise education or deliver a jus-
tice-based education is because the long shadow
of colonialism is present in contemporary edu-
cation, discriminating against Black, Indigenous,
and Minoritized staff and student populations,
who have intersecting identities of being, for
example, disabled, LGBTQIA, and socioecono-
mically disadvantaged (Wilkinson & Zou’bi,
2021). Ahmed-Landeryou (2023) developed an
evidence informed Decolonising the Curriculum
Wheel from a scoping literature review andmeta-
analysis of reports of 12 focus groups of students
discussing their experiences of the university as
Minoritized and marginalised students (Figure
1). The wheel was developed to aid deep interrog-
ation and reflection for reimagined transform-
ation. By taking this approach Professor Tikly

may suggest that the wheel is assisting in disrupt-
ing the five main monocultures of knowledge by
decentring the monopoly of Western centrism of
knowledge and progress, and centring Black and
Minoritized populations as equal in knowledge
production and dissemination. The five main
monocultures of knowledge being challenged are:

1. Exclusive focus on Westernised science and
philosophy,

2. Naturalisation of differences between humans
(i.e., men and women, people from different
countries, the different levels of human),

3. Dominance of Western ideas of progress,
4. Normalcy of Western knowledge globally,
5. Capitalist monopoly of knowledge production.

The wheel provides guidance on the topics to
travel through, enabling a start to interrogating
historical and current ways of occupational
science education. This in turn helps to develop
transformative decolonising actions for occu-
pational science theory and practice. I will

Figure 1. Decolonising the curriculum wheel
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briefly describe the parts of the wheel to expand
on the contents of the wheel figure.

The central linchpin of the wheel
Decolonising transformation must start with
the Black, Indigenous, and Minoritized stu-
dents’ and communities’ views and them work-
ing in collaboration for coproduction with
academics and all staff involved in their time
at university at every level; and at every stage
of the educational and institutional transform-
ation process, not only for development but
also for monitoring and reviewing. That is, it
is important to recognise that the decolonising
approach is centring not all voices from mar-
ginalised groups, but only Black, Indigenous,
and Minoritized persons. If the ‘knotty’ pro-
blem of institutional racism is tackled, this
will improve things for all marginalised groups,
and all populations potentially. This is not
essentialising or problematising the BIPOC
(Black, Indigenous, and persons of colour) stu-
dents and communities, but collaborating with
them to design education that is built on
belonging. It is important if students, or com-
munities, are helping us in this way that they
get paid to equalize the space of influence, as
it would foster unequal power dynamics if the
students/communities are the only unpaid par-
ticipants around the table.

The spokes of the wheel
Here, six areas are identified to start taking a
deep dive around the curriculum, analysing
and evaluating how the areas are performing
in relation to the BIPOC students’ needs and
experiences to enable success. You start at one
place and move round the wheel, also enabling
a returning to the categories.

The rim of the wheel
This includes the reminder to check in how the
curriculum is being impactful not performative,
and a statement as a reminder that decolonising
the curriculum is continuous, so this is not a
one-off action but an ongoing process.

The tyre of the wheel
Here, there are four prompt questions to start
the deep interrogation and reflection:

1. What are you reviewing?
2. Why are you reviewing it?
3. How is the change going to create equity?
4. How are you going to make the change?

The wheel can be translated to being the ‘deco-
lonising occupational science education wheel’.
Ahmed-Landeryou (2023) indicated that the
wheel’s content can be changed to suit various
contexts, with the ability to add more content
spokes, although most of the current content
of the wheel is applicable to occupational science
education. It seems important to name some
Global South and Indigenous authors who dis-
cuss decolonising occupational science and
therapy and working to raise awareness and dis-
rupt the status quo of coloniality within the dis-
ciplines; authors such as Simaan (2020a, 2020b),
Gibson and Farias (2020), Emery-Whittington
(2021), and Emery-Whittington and Te Maro
(2018). The authors mentioned manage to dis-
rupt the status quo of coloniality by holding
up a metaphorical mirror to the occupational
science community and explicating how coloni-
ality shows up in the science and its impact on
communities, thereby suggesting different ways
of being as a decolonising occupational science
discipline.

Practically, this may mean exploring the cul-
tural relevance of assessments before using
them with the communities occupational scien-
tists or occupational science educators/research-
ers work with, critically assessing whether their
use would disadvantage the community (Simaan,
2020a). Or wondering how Indigenous therapists
and communities could be enabled to “reclaim
valued and healthful occupations such as dream-
ing, theorizing, meeting, speaking, and listening
that promote reconnection to self, one another,
and nature” (Emery-Whittington, 2021, p. 158).

In the end, decolonising occupational
science education would entail attempts to
create a space that belongs to all and is cultu-
rally responsive, where there is acknowledge-
ment of the value of diverse cultures’
epistemes. This acknowledgment would also
call for a deeper awareness that the discipline
needs to adapt to create conditions to inte-
grate these epistemes; and thereby enable
occupational scientists to have global aware-
ness and occupational science to have global
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relevance. The symbol of the wheel is to enable
not only a moving forward, but also a continual
return to changes made, to check if they are
still fit for the purpose of decolonising.

Every aspect of education, if left unchecked,
runs the risk of simply reproducing coloniality,
ultimately predominantly benefitting the white
or privileged students. Furthermore, unchecked
education, in whatever form, will arguably
translate into the recycling of institutional
racism and discrimination through well-mean-
ing but uncritical coloniality in education,
which in turn becomes further recycled through
our students as they become part of the work-
force. It is therefore critical that, as part of the
occupational science’s educational content,
coloniality in occupational science and its con-
tribution to racial health disparities is discussed.
Only then, as argued in Simaan’s (2020b) paper
on decolonising education, can the recycling of
whiteness as a normative measure of good stan-
dards be stopped. Thus, a readiness of occu-
pational science to be authentically culturally
responsive and adaptable, and the ability to
work with the collective independence present
within communities, would be enabled.

A decolonising education enables the adding
of knowledges from the Global South, from Glo-
bal South authors, or Western authors of Black,
Indigenous, and Minoritized heritage into occu-
pational science education. Doing so enhances
disciplines to be knowledges based, not Western
centric knowledge based, thus enabling equity
and justice into occupational science education
and exposing and disrupting institutional
racism and discrimination and improving
belonging for all.

What if occupational science
democratises?

Democratising means collective participation
and collaboration with students, researchers,
educators, practitioners, and leaders to chal-
lenge institutional racism, discrimination, and
coloniality, and them having “a role in deter-
mining the structure, content and process”
(Tikly & Barrett, 2011, p. 5) of occupational
science. The challenges arguably are unwittingly
(uncritically) perpetuated by the occupational
science community, ultimately leading to the

gatekeeping of Black, Indigenous, and Minori-
tized populations, their knowledges, and ways
of knowing. In my view, considering the context
of this critical reflection, the Western centric
occupational science community has sat on its
privilege and power to make little impact for
Black, Indigenous, and Minoritized commu-
nities, nor centring our voices, and have made
limited collaborations with us to bring the disci-
pline and therapy into the realities of the 21st

century for all service users and occupational
science memberships.

An example of harm to membership when
coloniality is unchallenged is demonstrated in
an Instagram post by Associate Clinical Pro-
fessor Toni Solaru (2023). The post identified a
presenter at the ASPIRE American Occu-
pational Therapy Association (AOTA) confer-
ence 2023. Interpreted from their perspective,
they heard a past president of the American
Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA)
present a defence that the way Black populations
had been treated was because white people did
not see Black people’s humanity, adding that
this was a common attitude in the 1980s. Solaru,
expressing their sadness over the voicing of such
views, went on to state that Black AOTA mem-
bers told them that they were harmed by the
statement of this high profile ex-president, term-
ing it as white violence and supremacy.

Gebhard et al. (2022) would identify this inci-
dent as white benevolence, where white patern-
alism maintains racism and thus the status quo
of power difference, harming, excluding, and
marginalizing instead of challenging the status
quo of dominance of whiteness and coloniality.
Occupational science leaders need to equalize
the space, meaning reducing or removing the
power imbalance and improving belonging in
environments, for Black, Indigenous, and Min-
oritized populations, and underrepresented
groups. They need to be discussing the changes
and doing the change work in collaboration with
these groups.

Occupational science is described by its foun-
ders as studying the context of where, how, and
why human beings do what they do, which can-
not be understood without deep exploration
(Motimele, 2022). But, critically thinking, I am
asking whether this related to all human beings.
Occupational science was conceived and
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designed by Westernised leaders for popu-
lations from the Western centric globe. It is
therefore arguable that the discipline predomi-
nantly shares a narrow conceptualisation of
occupational science for dissemination, appli-
cation, and research. Indeed, it can be further
argued that the leaders and authors continue
to engage in gatekeeping practices, thereby
retaining their power and benefit, however
much their good intentions are to promote
diversity, inclusion, and justice, because there
is an uncritical centring of whiteness. This
white centring is exemplified by Townsend’s
(2020) response to Simaan’s (2020a) article
‘Decolonising Occupational Science Education
through Learning Activities Based on a Study
from the Global South’. Townsend advised
Simaan to refer to white authors to enhance
his article. The advice completely negates the
focus of decolonising, which is centring the
voices and presence of Black, Indigenous, and
Minoritized populations and de-centring
whiteness. Such a response was likely well inten-
tioned, but uncritical, seemingly taking no
account of his article’s decolonising perspective.

Gibson and Farias (2020) suggested that the
hegemony in occupational science is predomi-
nantly “privileged Western, middle class, white,
heterosexual, and able-bodied women’s ways of
understanding occupation that generally fit occu-
pational science education” (p. 445). Colonialism
identified the superior population as: white,
Christian, male, able bodied, heteronormative,
English speaking, middle-upper class, affluent,
university educated, and more. This is argued
to continue via coloniality, an ongoing impo-
sition of dominance, values, and beliefs through
a system of power (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018).

Such an argument of white dominance in
occupational science is exemplified by Figure 2.
It depicts who has been allocated for the Ruth
Zemke lectureship from 2002-2022. Some
questions to ask, to understand how and why
coloniality is prevalent would be who awarded
the speakers and who and how was it decided
that these speakers would be chosen for the
Society of the Study of Occupation USA mem-
bership to listen to. Such critical questions may
be uncomfortable for some, but such discom-
fort is arguably necessary for any attempts at

Figure 2. list of names of Ruth Zemke Lecture in Occupational Science Recipients
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progress. To deal with the discomfort, I ask that
we start by naming and framing why the dis-
comfort is occurring, because it is not the job
of the person experiencing racism or othering
to help individuals to understand, Change,
and ‘heal’. It is the responsibilities of individ-
uals and collectives to disrupt the white gaze
of the list (Figure 2), and to democratise it,
facilitating an understanding of the answers
to questions such as why this list is occurring,
and why it took until 2023 for us to choose Pro-
fessor Ramugondo as a speaker.

I say ‘we’ because it is all our responsibilities
in the occupational science community to chal-
lenge by asking the why questions. Ramugondo
(2018) called on us, in the occupational science
and therapy communities, to show up in many
ways to abate the influence of coloniality. To
abate coloniality in occupational science we
need to further understand the influence of
coloniality in occupational science. One way
to do this is to consider what Quijano (2000)
termed ‘the coloniality of power’, a quadrant
matrix of how coloniality is kept in play
through four factors: economy, authority, gen-
der and sexuality, and knowledge, fuelled by
racism, patriarchy (paternalism), and colonial-
ism. To further aid theorising and under-
standing how coloniality is sustained by
occupational science and therapy, I discuss
this with reference to the four factors of the
matrix of the coloniality power.

Economy
Labour and resource exploitation and extraction
from Black, Indigenous, and Minoritized
groups, and hierarchy of pay for labour, in that
these populations are mostly in the lower pay
scale jobs or expected to do additional imposed
free labour at work due to precarity of working.
Supporting this assertion, I offer two examples.
First, the trend that the people hired for low pay
jobs in organisations are from Black, Indigen-
ous, and Minoritized populations, and organisa-
tions are not taking responsibility to put in place
strategies to support career progressions for
these populations. Second, US educational insti-
tutions continue to be situated on forcibly acqui-
sitioned land for economic gain. See for
example, the High Country News website iden-
tifying “land-grab” universities (Lee et al., 2020).

Although them declaring land acknowledge-
ment is a start, their actions need to go further
by showing accountability with such actions via
reparations. Not showing responsibility and
accountability sets up and embeds a hierarchy
of difference between those that have the
power of finances and those who do not.

Authority
This factor comes about by setting up a fallacy
as part of colonial thinking that communities
and individuals from Black, Indigenous, and
Minoritized populations have less knowledge,
abilities, agency, and autonomy. Hence, these
populations need to be taught civility, gov-
erned, and advocated for, in order for them to
survive and exist. Dhillon et al.’s (2010) study
identified themes as to reasons why therapists
participate in advocacy (e.g., selfish reason for
job satisfaction, rationalising that the person
needs the more powerful status of the occu-
pational therapist to access help, or linking it
to human rights and quality of care). Thus,
the factor of ‘authority’ is setting up and vali-
dating the construct that those who hold
power are superior and those who don’t are les-
ser or othered humans, hence possibly justify-
ing, to those who have power, perpetuation of
the injustice, exclusion, and oppression put
upon those who do not have/have less power
(Mignolo & Walsh, 2018).

Gender and sexuality
This factor refers to forcibly situating colonial
constructed societal norms and conventions.
For example, gender initiatives in education
usually benefit the white women because these
changes are happening within institutionally
racist and colonial organisations (Bhopal,
2018). Another example is that studies regarding
the intersectionality of LGBT + populations are
very limited (e.g., the Black Trans populations
and occupations). In the queer community,
there is history of the dominating presence of
the white man (Stonewall, 2018), and currency
of continuing racism (Jones, 2016), which then
could impact on occupational opportunities and
health outcomes. These disparities are due to the
sustaining of colonialism and patriarchy/white
benevolence structurally, resulting in racism,
discrimination, and oppression for the Black,
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Indigenous, and Minoritized populations in
comparison to the dominating groups.

Knowledge
This factor relates to recycling colonial con-
structed epistemology and education norms
for occupational science across the globe
(Simaan, 2020a, 2020b). The dominance of
white women in leadership, scholarship, and
research positions is maintaining the power to
push through a narrowed worldview of occu-
pational science and therapy globally (Gibson
& Farias, 2020). This could have a knock-on
effect (i.e., gatekeeping) on what topics are
deemed worthy to research, teach, and dissemi-
nate, and who will be involved in and delivering
this, as explicated by Ramugondo (2022).

Some may counter what I am saying in this
section by referring to social occupational
therapy in Brazil, where occupational science
and therapy scholars are going into and working
with Black, Indigenous, and Minoritized com-
munities. The communities lead the scholars
in the work on what matters to them, to address
social inequalities and marginalization (Lopes &
Malfitano, 2021). The professionals here are
using their privilege and power for good, but
the concept of racism and whiteness is not dis-
cussed within social occupational therapy,
which makes me wonder critically, whether the
space is really equalizing as the power imbalance
potentially remains.

To develop and sustain decolonising trans-
formative change in occupational science, it
would be beneficial to consider Dobbin et al.’s
(2007) suggestion on what makes for sustainable
impactful change in diversity for organisations
for the discipline of occupational science.
Their research spans over 829 corporate compa-
nies in America, taking over 31 years to identify
their suggestions. Just attending to diversity is
not decolonising, but the paper identified three
factors that help to sustain transformative
change, which could be translatable for demo-
cratising occupational science: leadership, estab-
lishing a task group, and building a mentorship
programme. Leadership should role model the
culture change for implementing and applying
a decolonising approach as an integral part of
the science. To be able to enact this transform-
ation there must be support and resources in

place. The task group would, potentially, moni-
tor and review decolonising actions being
implemented and hold the community to
account, also having the agency to make
decisions. Such task groups must be funded
and resourced and be part of the strategic deco-
lonising action plan for occupational science.
Who will be in the task group should be
reviewed in collaboration with Black and Min-
oritised populations in occupational science
communities/groups. The vision for building a
mentorship programme is that occupational
science societies/groups would source a pool of
mentors for Black, Indigenous, and Minoritized
practitioners, scholars, and students. The occu-
pational science societies/groups must take
responsibility to look after the mentorship pro-
gramme to ensure that the mentees get the best
out of the experience, gaining opportunities they
would not otherwise have had, such as leading
research, leading a co-authored group, or
being sole author in writing a paper.

Occupational science societies/groups could
generate disruptive actions to interrupt the sta-
tus quo of coloniality in the discipline through
collaborations building relations for community
activism (Galvaan, 2021; Simaan, 2020b). I say
activism rather than advocacy, because activism
is born out of struggle, and shared struggle
brings people together to take action to disrupt
the status quo and generate knowledge and ways
for change.

Gathering communities through shared
interests and goals to advance decolonising
action is not new. It is arguably akin to the con-
cept of ‘interest convergence’ in Critical Race
Theory, where the rights and interests of Black
populations only moved forward when they
converged with the interests of whiteness (Bell,
1980). Interest convergence is a way to engage
those with power to join in making change,
because then the change wanted matters to
those in power, as ultimately what matters gets
attention, which would potentially better the
BIPOC communities’ opportunities, environ-
ments, and abilities to thrive.

There are pockets of activism in occupational
science groups in different nations, for example,
Aboriginal groups in Australia (e.g., Gibson,
2020), Māori groups in New Zealand (e.g.,
Emery-Whittington, 2021), and First Nation
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groups in Canada (e.g., Phenix, in Restall et al.,
2019). These authors and their groups point out
how coloniality is still in play, perpetuating the
injustices and harms, and represented in racial
disparities data, but also sharing ways of know-
ing and being to bring change generatively and
collectively as occupational science groups.

What if occupational science knowledge
generation and dissemination does take a
decolonising approach?

Ramugondo (2022) expounded that you cannot
think about theorising without interrogating
who is enabled to be a theorist, who is thought
of as a theorist, who is thought of as legitimate in
knowing and knowledge productions, and who
is making those decisions. This is about who is in
power and gatekeeping knowledge generation
and dissemination, and which groups are getting
the allocation to do this scholarly activity. My
perspective is that the process of producing
knowledge/theories by Western centric scholars
who research communities/populations outside
their own, where that knowledge production is
in relation to communities that are from Black,
Indigenous, and Minoritized groups, should not
be leading the research. They should collaborate
with the members of the community to partner
in the research or have a researcher from the
same community heritage to lead the research.
In this way, they are using their power and pri-
vilege to even the playing field by stepping aside
completely, or co-investigating, or to support
and guide. This is disrupting coloniality and
hence also becomes a decolonial act.

In an open letter from UK-based charity,
Ladders4Action (2020), to UK Research and
Innovation Institute (UKRI) (one of the larger
funding bodies for research), 10 Black research-
ers, with 3000 signatures of support, identified
that £0 out of the £4.3million available of fund-
ing was given to Black leads for researching
COVID19. In addition, one of the funding asses-
sors was on three out of the six successful sub-
missions as a co-investigator. Ladders4Action
(2020) stated that according to UK HESA data
(Higher Education Statistics Agency), only
1.3% of full-time researchers are Black or
mixed-heritage women. This is arguably an
example of colonial replay and institutional

racism demonstrated through keeping certain
groups out, to further the advantage of the
dominant group.

There should be a review of how many Black,
Indigenous, and Minoritized individuals/groups
were able to gain funding to carry out occu-
pational science research compared to their
white counterparts. Occupational science and
therapy UK research with Black, Asian, and
Minoritized groups is limited and usually, if
funded, is carried out by the white lead
researcher. You can count them on one hand,
again demonstrating evidence of coloniality.
Organisations giving out research grants need
to review their processes to check they are not
favouring those in power, and thereby replicat-
ing unequal power relations. Even if it is so
called blinded, well-known frequent researchers
could still be favoured, because of how the appli-
cation is written.

Research grant providers should collaborate
with Black, Indigenous, and Minoritized
researchers and the public to review and rewrite
content of grant applications. Lead occupational
science researchers could use their power and
privilege and offer time to support Black, Indi-
genous, and Minoritized researchers applying
for grants, to help them write applications.
Any research with Black, Indigenous, and Min-
oritized participants should be demonstrating
collaboration at every point of the research so
that space is equalized, whilst the researcher
should feedback to the groups as to the changes
to be made and the potential impact.

In my research to inform this critical re-
flection I conducted an informal scope of pub-
lications on the Journal of Occupational Science
website. I used search terms racis* or decolon*.
I identified 178 records, removing duplicates 86
papers remained that mention the search terms
in the title, abstract, or at least once in the body
of the text. Not all the identified papers were
publishing research. A total of 204 authors
(including repetition of names), 122 white
authors (60%) and 82 BIPOC (40%) (searched
bios & pictures through google), 56 papers
(65%) were single white authors or white
authors leading a group, and 30 BIPOC (35%)
single or leading a group. If you took the dupli-
cations of authors out, the numbers changed
slightly to increase the difference between the
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white and BIPOC authors. The date range of
the included papers was between 2002-2023
(21 years, could be considered as ∼4 papers a
year on the identified topics), but most of the
papers clumped around 2019-2022. Two points
I noted were:

1. There were papers that had leads who were
white for research on BIPOC communities
(e.g., Huff et al., 2022). I would suggest
that having leads who are white for papers
on such topics should be deterred, as this
arguably constitutes colonial replay. It is
role modelling in essence what the Ladder-
s4Action are campaigning against, in that
you need a white lead for research to be
funded and, I add, possibly for papers to
be published on racism and colonialism in
general in journals. Supporting that point,
I posit that people racialised as white will
‘listen’ to a same racialised author discuss-
ing issues such as institutional racism, as
they respond to cues in the writing style
and vocabulary (for example) that reveal
the author(s) positionality, worldview, edu-
cational level, disciplinary background, and
so forth. Such considerations offer possible
reasons as to why there are many publi-
cations by Whalley Hammell and Beagan
on the topic in journals.

2. Eighty-six papers in 21 years indicates the
limited publications in this journal addres-
sing decolonising or racism in occupational
science. This is termed as scholars being
‘health equity tourists’. When topics such as
racism gain increased attention in publi-
cations due to popularity/trendiness of the
topic, this is coloniality. The term ‘health
equity tourist’ was coined by Lee McFarling
(2021), referring to publications in medical
journals by white scholars giving attention
to the social topics when popular or trendy
and not as continuously necessary.

The health equity tourist comment can be trans-
lated to the publications identified in the infor-
mal scope of the Journal of Occupational Science
in relation to the limited attention, and mostly
around a time when there was global attention
on racism and decolonising, as a lot of the papers
of the journal on these topics clumped around

2019-2022. This is not to negate the work that
the white scholars have done, or are doing, for
the advancement of occupational science, but
to critically highlight and raise awareness that
they are still mainly foregrounding themselves.
They are not consistently using their power
and privilege to share the platform and push for-
ward scholars or clinicians from Black, Indigen-
ous, and Minoritized populations. I do not shy
away from saying the majority are white,
because this is the data I found, but I will also
add that most of the authors were based in Wes-
tern centric countries and institutions.

Looking and going forward, it would be help-
ful to have a free central repository where people
can place case stories which give examples of
decolonising in occupational science. This
would help the occupational science community
to build evidence of who is doing what and
where, regarding decolonising in the discipline.
Such transparency could then also elucidate the
impact and outcomes in applying decolonising
approaches to occupational science in edu-
cation, practice, and research. Dominant leaders
and the community should role model actions,
showcasing implementation of antiracist
approaches and decolonial actions through
collaborative working.

It may be critiqued and pointed out that I am
focusing on the people making the knowledge
instead of the process of how they are producing
theory, but as already identified we must also
interrogate who is producing knowledge
(Ramugondo, 2022). This informal review
shows where most of the knowledge producers
are located in the publications, hence who is
holding the power of generating and disseminat-
ing knowledge for occupational science from the
Journal of Occupational Science. This then per-
petuates Professor Tikly’s five monocultures of
knowledge mentioned earlier, as the range of
the papers were in the main narrowly generated
from the Western side of the globe.

Conclusion

Members of the occupational science commu-
nity need to hold themselves accountable for
enabling the status quo of racism and injustices
still experienced by Black, Indigenous, and Min-
oritized groups. There does not seem to be a
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systemic urgency for decolonising occupational
science ethically and morally; and in relation to
its theories which are still dominated by knowl-
edge that are Western centric. This is arguably
coloniality replay. It is necessary that all forms
of racism and coloniality are made manifest in
the discipline of occupational science before
starting decolonising. Relating back to the ‘colo-
niality of power’ matrix, the proposed actions
thus far from this paper concentrate on auth-
ority and knowledge. The occupational science
and therapy communities, which encompass
associations, educators, researchers, students,
and leaders, could continue using this matrix
to formulate further actions based on the four
factors of economy, authority, gender and sexu-
ality, and knowledge, to start actions for disrupt-
ing institutional racism, paternalism, and
colonialism. This is not an end point but a con-
tinuous process of reviewing and reconstructing
to abate coloniality.

Yes, there are scholars who are writing about
ways to be and act to engage in decolonising, but
in general decolonising seems to still be a special
interest project/subject rather than an integral
consideration in occupational science. However,
there are authors from the Global South, Indi-
genous, and Black populations who have pub-
lished in the Western based publications to get
more views so that the topic of decolonising is
shared more widely. It would perhaps be advisa-
ble to produce a systematically informed heat
map of all the books and journals specific to
occupational science, to show the countries of
the publications and the heritage of the authors.
By doing this we could then globally make an
action plan for change that is contextual to the
data. This would equalize the space for Black,
Indigenous, and Minoritized authors wanting
to publish on decolonising occupational science
to have more presence and standing to hopefully
influence just change. This would be a decolo-
nial act. What is needed is that the journals in
the West that share decolonising occupational
science theories and practice equalize the space
and make the journals open access for all. This
would also constitute a decolonial act.

In summary, the key points from this reflection
are that the community, in general, tends to not be
critically reflexive in terms of how coloniality is
manifested in them, in their communities, and

the discipline of occupational science, so the ten-
dency is not to be cognisant regarding applying a
decolonial praxis in context. Occupational
science cannot be justice-based if the work is
not for the liberation of all. Critically commit-
ting to decolonising approaches, and thereby
recognising and consciously steering away
from coloniality, is not just for a particular
group, but will benefit humanity.

A potential limitation of this paper is that it is
written by a single author and would have ben-
efitted from involvement of more authors to
broaden perspectives of discussions. However,
I do not see this as a one-off paper, but a topic
for further collaborative critical conversations to
publish in the future.
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