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It is clear that racial and ethnic identity development models have made significant 
contributions to the fields of counseling and psychology over the past 30 years. The 
sheer size and span of the literature on these constructs demonstrate how impactful 
they have been on the fields (e.g., Atkinson et al. 1998; Cross 1971; Ong et al. 2006; 
Phinney 1989). These models have provided useful foundations for understanding 
the identity development processes and experiences that some people of color face.

The initial intention underlying these models was to help mental health pro-
fessionals understand that people of color experience unique identity development 
processes as a result of oppression and marginalization. They were meant to push 
the mental health fields away from operating solely from a Euro-centric perspec-
tive. However, as the editors of the current book note, ideologies that initially are 
intended to disrupt the status quo always are susceptible to being co-opted or ap-
propriated by dominant, hegemonic forces.

My primary motivation for writing this chapter is to create an honest and robust 
dialogue about negative, unintended consequences of the proliferation of racial/eth-
nic identity development models. I also am concerned with the question of whether 
we can transform this paradigm so that it can stay relevant in counseling and psy-
chology theory and practice. I have no interest in denigrating the authors of these 
theories or in minimizing the positive impact that racial/ethnic identity models have 
had on countless folks of color. And for the purposes of transparency, I am a person 
of color who feels very grateful for being exposed to the concept of racial/ethnic 
identity development. I am a second generation Korean American, who lived and 
went to school in predominantly white contexts until college. Before I came into 
contact with racial/ethnic identity theories, I was extremely confused about my own 
racial/ethnic identity development. It is not hyperbole to say that I felt like a light 
bulb went on in my head the moment I was introduced to Phinney’s (1989) ethnic 
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identity formation model. I was astonished to see how my own ethnic identity de-
velopment process fit neatly into the model, and I felt a significant sense of relief 
realizing that my experiences were not abnormal. It is astonishing to me now to 
realize that I traveled through the stages in a relatively linear fashion.

However, over the years, my affinity for racial/ethnic identity development mod-
els has been tempered by my growing levels of critical consciousness regarding 
issues of racism and white supremacy in the USA. White supremacy has been de-
fined as the securing of white racial hegemony through “a process of domination, or 
those acts, decisions, and policies that white subjects perpetrate on people of color” 
(Leonardo 2004, p. 137). I prefer to use the term white supremacy, rather than white 
privilege, because the former creates the conditions in which the latter can exist. My 
increased consciousness regarding white racial domination represents an evolution 
in my thinking, so that I can no longer view theories and models within the mental 
health fields in isolation from the various forms of systemic, institutionalized dis-
crimination that continue to plague our society. Even though one of these models 
spoke so profoundly to my own personal life experiences as an Asian American, I 
am now fully aware that there are many folks of color in the USA who simply do 
not fit into any of these identity development frameworks. Promoting narrow, over-
simplified depictions of people of color is just one example of how the counseling 
and psychology fields have colluded with the existing social, political, and cultural 
status quo. A combination of these factors led me to agree to contribute a critical 
examination of the racial/ethnic identity development paradigm for this book.

Racial/Ethnic Identity Development Theories

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a comprehensive review of all the 
prominent racial/ethnic identity development models. It also is not my objective to 
describe all of the most current iterations of these theories because my assumption 
is that most counseling and psychology educators and practitioners who are not 
experts on racial/ethnic identity development operate from their knowledge of the 
early forms of these theories. Having said that, in broad terms, racial and ethnic 
identity has been defined as the significance and meaning of race and/or ethnicity in 
people’s lives (Sellers et al. 1998). Though there is much debate about the level of 
overlap and/or distinctiveness between the constructs of racial and ethnic identity 
(Cokley 2007; Phinney and Ong 2007), in this chapter, the terms will be used inter-
changeably (racial/ethnic identity) because my analysis is directed at the common 
threads that bind many, if not all, of these models together. For instance, most racial/
ethnic identity stage models describe a transformational process of the attitudes of 
persons of color from racial or ethnic self-denigration to pride and self-acceptance 
(Yi and Shorter-Gooden 1999).

The idea of racial/ethnic identity development unfolding through linear stages 
has been applied by a variety of scholars to African Americans (Cross 1971), Asian 
Americans, and Latina/Latino Americans (Kim 1981; Ruiz 1990), and across all 
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ethnic groups (Phinney and Ong 2007). Many of these models either explicitly or 
implicitly invoke a stage-like process whereby an individual begins with an uncriti-
cally accepted negative self-image or, at minimum, an unexamined or neutral racial/
ethnic sense of self (Yi and Shorter-Gooden 1999). This beginning stage is then 
disrupted by a phase of active exploration and gradual rejection of the previously 
accepted idealized image of white culture and hegemony. The individual eventually 
arrives at a final stage of healthy integration, which includes the acceptance of one’s 
racial/ethnic background as well as a respect for the cultural norms of other groups.

A number of theorists have revised their models to expand the meaning of the 
term stage. Helms (1995) replaced the term stage for status suggesting that the 
identity stages are permeable and not mutually exclusive categories. Other theorists 
acknowledged “blends of racial identity statuses” (Carter 1995, p. 125), as well as 
the notion that individuals cycle through some of the stages more than once as a 
result of contextual events that challenge their ethnic identities (Parham 1989).

Overgeneralization and Essentializing

A common criticism of racial/ethnic identity stage theories, offered previously by 
several scholars, is the fact that the models fail to capture the vast intra-group differ-
ences in identity development within all racial and ethnic groups (Constantine et al. 
1998; Yi and Shorter-Gooden 1999). This, of course, has been a constant tension 
created by traditional mainstream psychology, which has been so focused on de-
veloping universal, linear models to describe the experiences of large demographic 
groups. For example, Sue and Sue (2003) have asserted that the ethical guidelines 
and standards of practice among fields like counseling and psychology are signifi-
cantly skewed toward universality so that approaches to treatment can appear to be 
appropriate for all groups. The propagation of categorical stage models is not sur-
prising considering that the field of psychology, like other social sciences, is built 
on the Cartesian–Newtonian paradigm (Capra 1982), which demands a mechanistic, 
reductionistic approach to studying complex human processes (Prilleltensky 1994).

When we consider the complexity of constructs meant to reflect how individuals 
view themselves in terms of race and/or ethnicity, it seems almost nonsensical to 
rigidly promote theoretical models that are based on the assumption that all mem-
bers of a particular racial group perceive and experience racial issues similarly. For 
instance, Constantine et al. (1998) have critiqued Black identity theories for not ad-
dressing the impact of the African Diaspora (i.e., the dispersion of West and Central 
Africans to the Americas through the slave trade) on the racial identity development 
of various subgroups of Black Americans. These models also are inadequate in their 
lack of consideration for immigrants who have developed a positive sense of ethnic 
identity in their native countries (Uba 1994) or children who have a strong positive 
ethnic identity (Cross 1995). It is also unclear how well racial/ethnic identity mod-
els can capture the potential nuances of identity development that occur in tight-knit 
ethnic enclaves that exist all throughout the USA.
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On the one hand, the problem of overgeneralization associated with racial/eth-
nic identity models can be viewed neutrally and as a necessary byproduct or chal-
lenge of applying any psychological theory to the real world. Therefore, one might 
argue, “This has always been an issue with identity development models, so it is 
not any more of a problem with racial/ethnic identity theories as with other iden-
tity theories.” However, this argument ignores the socio-historical–political con-
text in which psychological theories are promoted and practiced. Oversimplified, 
incomplete stories about people of color represent one of the ways in which the 
social sciences have helped to reify white supremacy in the USA. The many narrow 
and typically deficit-oriented theories regarding people of color have been termed 
“master narratives” (Montecinos 1995) and “majoritarian stories” (Solórzano and 
Yosso 2002) because they often are bound by the constraints of racism and white 
privilege. Hence, these stories “provide a very narrow depiction of what it means to 
be Mexican American, African American, White, and so on…. A master narrative 
essentializes and wipes out the complexities and richness of a group’s cultural life” 
(Montecinos 1995, p. 293).

One of the pillars that upholds white supremacy, patriarchy, heteronormativity, 
class oppression, ableism, and other forms of systemic, institutionalized discrimina-
tion is the widely held belief that there are genuine realities or essences that under-
lie socially constructed categories like race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and 
(dis)ability. It is upon this foundational ideology that dominant, hegemonic forces 
can provide the rationale or justification for hierarchical social arrangements (e.g., 
Latina/Latino Americans experience higher levels of poverty because they gener-
ally do not like to work hard). Recent research has shown that essentialist beliefs 
about social groups defined by gender, race, and sexual orientation are prevalent 
(e.g., Jayaratne et al. 2006), associated with the justification of social inequalities 
(Verkuyten 2003), and the endorsement of stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimina-
tion directed toward racial minority groups (Jayaratne et al. 2006; Keller 2005).

At its heart, essentialism is “unavoidably a philosophical concept, one whose 
definition and critique quickly gets us into arguments which are as old as philoso-
phy itself” (Sayer 2008, p. 454). An in-depth exploration of this debate is beyond the 
scope of this chapter, but it is important for me to make clear that my critique about 
racial/ethnic identity reinforcing essentialist notions of race is not an all-or-nothing 
proposition. By this I mean that the literature on racial/ethnic identity development 
has in fact documented an important process experienced by some individuals of 
color, but it has also simultaneously reinforced essentialist ideologies about race. 
The racial/ethnic identity development paradigm in the fields of counseling and 
psychology simply represents a tradition known by political theorists as “the poli-
tics of recognition” (Snyder 2012, p. 249). The defining feature of the politics of 
recognition is the demand that a devalued collective identity be included, affirmed, 
and valued, in other words “recognized.” As stated at the beginning of the chap-
ter, it is clear that the motivation underlying the racial/ethnic identity development 
paradigm was to problematize the ethnocentric, universalistic theories of human de-
velopment. However, the exercise of engaging in the politics of recognition comes 
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with inherent dangers. The endorsement of distinct racial/ethnic identity theories 
for African Americans, Asian Americans, and Latino/Latina Americans contribute 
to fixed visions of collective identities that serve to reify hierarchical relationships 
both within and between groups (Markell 2003; Oliver 2001; Phillips 2007). Let 
me emphasize again that there is no clear answer to the question of whether racial/
ethnic identity development theories do or do not contribute to dominant essentialist 
discourses about race, however, I am very troubled by the fact that there has been 
no serious dialogue about this consequential tension within the counseling and psy-
chology literatures.

Pathologizing and Assimilationism

One consequence of conceptualizing racial/ethnic identity development as a linear, 
staged unfolding is the crystallization of a supposed “ideal” or “normal” sequence, 
which naturally leads to implicit pathologizing of those who fall outside this pat-
tern. Although clearly not the intent of the authors of racial/ethnic identity models, 
these theories have provided yet another tool in the hands of mental health profes-
sionals to diagnose members of marginalized groups with some form of deficiency. 
This is consistent with the long-standing tradition in the fields of counseling and 
psychology to transform oppressive, colonizing contexts into mental health disor-
ders. Further, if a person of color dares to speak out in the face of a racially discrimi-
natory situation, they can easily be “diagnosed” as having a primitive racial/ethnic 
identity. Take for instance the following conversation that the author experienced 
with a white colleague:

Colleague: I need to speak with you about my advisee, Derek.
Author: What’s the problem?
Colleague: He’s claiming that the reason he received a poor grade on an exam was the 
result of our colleague being racially biased.
Author: So how would you like to proceed?
Colleague: Well I think you should talk to him to let him know he’s wrong.
Author: How do you know he’s wrong?
Colleague: Well obviously our colleague isn’t racist and haven’t you noticed that Derek is 
in the immersion–emersion stage of Black identity development?
Author: No, I haven’t come to this conclusion about Derek’s racial identity. What makes 
you say he’s at that stage?
Colleague: Well, in addition to the fact that he’s making this false claim about our col-
league being racist, I’ve heard he’s been very resistant to opening up in his experiential 
group. And it doesn’t appear to be a group issue because all of the other members have been 
very open and vulnerable.
Author: Isn’t he the only person of color in that experiential group?
Colleague: Yes and that’s just my point. Derek is untrusting and suspicious of his white 
group members even though none of them have done anything racist. In fact, I’ve heard 
they’ve been bending over backwards to make him feel safe and comfortable, but he still 
won’t open up. Unfounded feelings of anger and mistrust are hallmarks of people of color 
who have stunted racial identities.
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This interaction made it clear to me how white counseling professionals could eas-
ily interpret people of color as unable to accurately identify racist situations if it is 
perceived that they have not reached the “highest” stages of racial/ethnic identity 
reflecting a “healthy acceptance of both dominant and minority cultural group com-
ponents” (Sneed et al. 2006, p. 73).

It should not be surprising at all to social justice counselors and psychologists 
that racial/ethnic identity models could be so easily manipulated to support and reify 
white supremacy. All of these models are susceptible to the fundamental limitations 
of developmental stage theories in general. With identity stage models, develop-
ment is seen as a process of “maturational unfolding…in which immature stages 
of lesser organization and differentiation are succeeded by more mature, complex, 
adaptive equilibria” (Steenbarger 1991, p. 288). These models inherently promote 
the notion that there is an “ideal” or “normal” developmental process, which leads 
to implicit pathologizing of the diverse range of life trajectories experienced by 
individuals. It is both insidious and convenient how racial/ethnic models can be 
used to “assess” people of color. Let us put this dynamic into context by considering 
some very important socio-cultural–historical factors.

Assimilationism or cultural hegemony is “the systemic tendency of one culture 
to negate another” (Berbrier 2004, p. 484). From the earliest days of the USA, “hu-
manity” was defined as male, white, and propertied. In the case of African slaves in 
the USA, they were literally reduced to a fraction of a human being when the gov-
ernment classified slave representation to three fifths of a person. The colonization 
and attempted genocide of Native peoples in the USA were grounded in the belief 
that Native people were inherently inferior to European whites. And certainly, the 
long history of exclusion, violence, and discrimination aimed at Asians and Latinos/
Latinas in the USA was justified through the dehumanization of these racial/ethnic 
groups. Articulated succinctly by Leonardo (2004), “It is easy to see that the white 
supremacist…subject represents the standard for human, or the figure of a whole 
person, and everyone else is a fragment” (p. 139).

The source of the problems associated with racial/ethnic identity models do not 
necessarily lie in the frameworks themselves. As opposed to acculturation models, 
which have been criticized for being apolitical and decontextualized (Bhatia and 
Ram 2009), almost all racial/ethnic identity models reference the damaging effects 
of racism on the psyche of people of color. The challenges stem from the fact that 
these models are embedded in the fields of counseling and psychology, which have 
been dominated by white privilege and mainstream values like extreme individual-
ism, and the concomitant strong bias toward framing human problems in “apoliti-
cal, intrapsychic, and deficit-oriented diagnoses” (Prilleltensky 1997, p. 526). It is 
this context that has allowed racial/ethnic models to be used as tools for coloniza-
tion. Like in the example described above, practitioners or educators with lower 
levels of critical awareness around issues of race and racism may be more inclined 
to conceptualize difficult cross-racial situations as a deficit within the person of 
color instead of as the result of a potentially oppressive context.

Another problem apparent in the case example above is the way that racial/ethnic 
identity development models can be used to support the assimilationist narrative 
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directed at people of color. Examples of the subtle assimilationist messages embed-
ded in some racial/ethnic identity models include phrases like, “have developed 
an inner sense of security and now can own and appreciate unique aspects of their 
culture as well as those in US culture” (Sue and Sue 2003, p. 225), “Identification 
for or against white culture is no longer an important issue” (Sue and Sue, p. 213; 
describing Kim’s (1981) model of Asian American identity development), “Indi-
viduals at this stage have abandoned anger toward the majority group” (Phinney 
1996). All of these descriptors are associated with the highest or most advanced 
stages in each of the models. Clearly, this is extremely problematic because it rein-
forces the dominant societal narrative that people of color “just need to get over” 
their exaggerated feelings of anger and resentment about racism because we are 
now supposedly living in a post-racial society. Pathologizing the legitimate anger 
experienced by people of color is also a byproduct of the individualistic bias in the 
fields of counseling and psychology, which sets the stage for victim blaming or 
holding “individuals responsible for the causes of and solutions to their problems” 
(Nelson and Prilleltensky 2005, p. 5). Now again, examining the descriptions of 
the stages described above without considering the systems of white hegemony 
and domination that exist in the contemporary US society does not necessarily il-
luminate the problem. However, if we do consider the pervasive forces of white 
supremacy in our society, then we can see how mental health professionals who are 
just as susceptible to internalizing prejudiced and stereotypical depictions of people 
of color as anyone else can use racial/ethnic identity models to: (1) conclude that a 
person of color is not a fully developed human being, and (2) challenge the accuracy 
of a person of color’s perceptions of whites and racially discriminatory situations.

Intersectionality

One of the most common critiques of the racial/ethnic identity development para-
digm is that the models fail to consider all of the other critical social identity catego-
ries that affect individuals’ lives (Constantine et al. 1998; Yi and Shorter-Gooden 
1999). Some of these identities provide access to unearned privileges while others 
result in exploitation and marginalization. In the contemporary US society, domi-
nant social identities include being white, male, middle class, heterosexual, and 
physically/mentally abled. Devalued and marginalized groups include people of 
color; women; poor and working class people; lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-
gendered individuals; and those with (dis)abilities (Johnson 2006). Most persons 
occupy both privileged and oppressed social locations. Take for instance a hetero-
sexual identifying, Asian American woman. Due to her status as a woman of color, 
she is subjected to patriarchy and white supremacy, whereas her heterosexual iden-
tity affords her privileges associated with being a member of the dominant sexual 
orientation group.

Simply put, people of color in the USA are incredibly diverse in terms of age, 
class, gender, sexual orientation, immigration status, historical and contemporary 
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experiences with oppression, generational level, and many other important socio-
demographic variables. Ignoring some of these critical social identity categories 
and/or continuing to privilege race in discussions focused on oppression silences 
the pervasive damages caused by patriarchy, heteronormativity, class oppression, 
ableism, and other forms of systemic, institutionalized discrimination. This process 
is contradictory to Audre Lorde’s insistence that we must not support a “hierarchy 
of oppressions” (1983). Privileging the suffering of one marginalized group over 
others significantly interferes with the development of coalitions aimed at liberating 
all those who are negatively impacted by systems of power and privilege.

It is sadly apparent that the racial/ethnic identity paradigm in the fields of coun-
seling and psychology is painfully outdated when juxtaposed with the growing de-
mands by feminist, critical, social justice counselors and psychologists to critically 
and simultaneously analyze the many intersecting social identities that affect every-
one’s lives. Unfortunately, this limitation is inherent in the broader “multicultural” 
and “diversity” education movements (Andersen and Collins 2007; Manning 2009), 
which foster a comparative instead of relational understanding of oppressive sys-
tems in society. This is why contemporary multicultural-social justice counselors 
and psychologists are adopting frameworks like the matrix of domination, which 
focus on the oppressive structural patterns that bind systems of discrimination like 
racism and heteronormativity together (Andersen and Collins). This analytic frame 
is consistent with the growing emphasis on social justice in the counseling and 
psychology fields (Toporek et al. 2009; Vera and Speight 2003) because it positions 
professionals to think critically about transforming structures instead of continuing 
to simply document the effects of various forms of discrimination on marginalized 
peoples. At minimum, moving toward a framework like the matrix of domination 
in the fields of counseling and psychology will require educators, researchers, and 
practitioners to supplement the use of racial/ethnic identity development models 
with theories that focus on other systemic, institutionalized forms of discrimina-
tion like patriarchy, heteronormativity, class oppression, ableism, and religious dis-
crimination. Ideally, I would like to see the development of more comprehensive 
theoretical models and assessment measures that shift the current emphasis on mar-
ginalized individuals’ identities toward their awareness of the interrelationships of 
the forms of oppression listed above.

Critical Consciousness

We may not have to search far for a useful tool for decolonizing the racial/ethnic 
identity development paradigm. Let us call back the spirit of an early psychologist 
and priest, Ignacio Martin-Baro, who served as the architect for the psychology of 
liberation (Comas-Diaz 2007). The psychology of liberation places at the forefront 
the goal of increasing people’s awareness of oppression and of the ideologies and 
inequitable structures that keep them marginalized and oppressed. Because Paulo 
Freire’s (1973) concept of conscientization or critical consciousness lies at the heart 
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of the psychology of liberation, increased awareness must be coupled with enhanc-
ing a sense of agency and empowerment among members of marginalized groups. 
Feminist, critical, and liberation psychologists have long been in the process of 
transforming traditional psychological theories to place a greater emphasis on op-
pressive sociopolitical conditions (Evans et al. 2005; Prilleltensky 1997). There is a 
clear need for this process to take place with the racial/ethnic identity development 
paradigm.

The first step in decolonizing racial/ethnic identity models is to move the focus 
of these theories away from individual, intra-psychic interpretations. Unfortunately, 
the counseling and psychology fields continue to privilege individual level concep-
tualizations and interventions, which is inconsistent with the increasing awareness 
of how systemic, institutionalized barriers are the root cause for many of the psy-
chological and social difficulties experienced by members of marginalized groups 
(Fouad et  al. 2006; Prilleltensky 1997; Vera and Speight 2003). Conversations 
about the racial/ethnic identity of a client or student of color should always include 
a consideration of critical consciousness. Critical consciousness is an ideal tool for 
understanding the deleterious effects of white supremacy on the hearts and minds 
of individuals of color because the construct itself places a spotlight on oppres-
sion in all its forms and demands action against social and economic inequities. 
(For examples on how to incorporate critical consciousness into psychotherapy and 
research, see Comas-Diaz 2007; Watts et al. 2003.) This stands in stark contrast to 
racial/ethnic identity theories that afford acritical, unaware educators and practitio-
ners another tool for assessing people of color as deficient.

Racial/ethnic identity models may also be decolonized by drawing from the con-
cept of intersectionality. In practice, this would mean that whenever an educator or 
practitioner is considering a person of color’s racial/ethnic identity, they would also 
attend to their other intersecting social identities. When working with persons of 
color, to increase their critical consciousness of the ways in which white supremacy 
has impacted their lives, there may also be a need to increase their awareness of 
how other forms of cultural hegemony (i.e., patriarchy, heteronormativity) have 
affected them. An excellent example of how to target issues associated with oppres-
sion and privilege in a clinical context is a framework called the cultural context 
model (CCM; Almeida et al. 2007), which has emerged out of the family therapy 
field. What makes this approach exceptional is the fact that therapists are given the 
charge never to privilege one discourse of oppression over others. For instance, 
when working with a Mexican American family, patriarchy, white supremacy, and 
homophobia may all need to be addressed simultaneously to achieve the highest 
level of safety and well-being for each family member. Following the principles 
of intersectionality, CCM therapists provide opportunities for their clients to gain 
awareness of how they can use their privileged social identities to participate in the 
liberation of other devalued and marginalized groups. Allies, or those who use their 
dominant status in a particular social identity category to advocate for the marginal-
ized group, are crucial to the work of social justice (Munin and Speight 2010). As 
Audre Lorde (1984) states so eloquently while describing Paulo Freire’s message 
in The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), “the true focus of revolutionary change 
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is never merely the oppressive situations which we seek to escape, but that piece of 
the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us…” (p. 123).

Conclusion

This chapter provided a critical analysis of the unintended negative consequences 
that the racial/ethnic identity paradigm has had in the counseling and psychology 
fields. The constructs of critical consciousness and intersectionality were offered 
as essential tools for the process of decolonizing racial/ethnic identity development 
models. As stated at the beginning of this chapter, my primary goal is to stimulate 
an honest and critical dialogue in the counseling and psychology fields because 
there simply has been no robust counter-narrative regarding the proliferation of this 
paradigm. Initiating such a professional exchange will be a necessary first step in 
assuring that these important theories in the multicultural counseling movement are 
not unintentionally reifying white racial hegemony and other forms of systemic, 
institutionalized discrimination.
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