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Abstract 

This study explores the emotional labour of people of colour in academic spaces. We conduc-
ted semi-structured interviews with students and researchers of colour in the UK and Ger-
many, alongside auto-ethnographic exploration using the audio-diary method. Framed by de-
colonial and post-colonial frameworks, our study highlights the prevalence of whiteness in 
academia. Through our research, we seek to contribute to a nuanced understanding of the 
emotional landscapes traversed by researchers and students of colour within academia. 
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Von unserem Schweigen sprechen. Ein autoethnographischer  
Ansatz zur Erforschung der emotionalen Arbeit von Frauen of Colour 
im akademischen Kontext 

Zusammenfassung 

Diese Studie untersucht die Erfahrungen – genauer gesagt die emotionale Arbeit – von Wis-
senschaftler:innen und Student:innen of Colour in akademischen Kontexten. Hierzu wurden 
halb-standardisierte Interviews in Großbritannien und Deutschland durchgeführt, ergänzt 
durch autoethnografische Erkundungen mittels des Audio-Tagebuchverfahrens. Eingerahmt 
von dekolonialen und postkolonialen Ansätzen hebt unsere Studie die Implikationen sowie 
die Gewaltförmigkeit von Marginalisierungsprozessen in akademischen Kontexten hervor, 
durch die Emotionen und die Wissensproduktion von People of Colour in Wissenschaft und 
Forschung maßgeblich geformt werden. 

Schlagwörter: Emotionale Arbeit, Epistemische Gewalt, Institutionelle Diskriminierung,  
Autoethnographie, Dekolonialität  

“But only up to a point, and in a special way” (Said [1978] 2003: 293) 

1. Preliminary thoughts 

Although diversity, inclusion, and anti-discrimination are increasingly – albeit hesitantly – 
being incorporated into everyday university life, and despite the solid attention to the politics 
of knowledge production, the realities on the ground belie the rhetoric of parity (Ahmed 
2021; Ball 2006). A cursory glance at our reading lists, curricula and canonisation reveals a 
remaining disproportion in the ideas we engage with that are primarily produced in European 
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and North American universities or come from a Eurocentric normative point of view (San-
chez 2018; Bradley 2023; Mills 2007). Questioning the epistemic loyalties and established 
teaching and learning practices serves us as a reminder of the persistent structural barriers 
inherent to academia hindering equitable representation and inclusion of the non-white 
(Henry/Tator 2009; Arday/Mirza 2018). This disparity hints at entrenched exclusionary prac-
tices, that are often invisibly reinforced in our everyday interactions that operate informally; 
in “subtle, complex, sophisticated, and often ironic ways” (Henry et al. 2017: 3). Hence, it is 
imperative to acknowledge whiteness as a normative racial framework that arbitrates 
viewpoints and perspectives, affirming or negating certain bodies' methodological assertions 
as ‘a priori’ right or wrong (Mills 2007: 222). In this colour-coded setting of academia, our 
bodies and voices are entwined in a web of imagined boundaries often subjected to the de-
mand to substantiate our credibility and navigate the pervasive scepticism directed towards 
us (Puwar 2004: 51; Ahmed et al. 2022). 

From a decolonial perspective, we understand the notion of occupying space – both phy-
sically and epistemologically – far from neutral. Rather, it is intricately shaped by historical 
layers, designating certain bodies and their voices as inherently suited for specific environ-
ments while casting others as strangers or “space invaders” (Puwar 2004: 8). The crux of this 
matter, however, lies in the concept of enunciation, which refers to the geopolitical and cor-
poreal position from which the speaking subject operates (Grosfoguel 2009: 11): While our 
bodies remain the object of academic inquiry that understands itself as “rational, non-emoti-
onal, grounded in reason” (Castillo 2023:31) the epistemic location, however, we are thinking 
and speaking from, often lies diametrically opposed to what is considered neutral. That re-
quires to note “how often we become known (and, in part, need to know ourselves) through 
this role of an objectified Other (Yancy 2008). And yet this is not reflected in the way in 
which academics speak of racism” (Johnson/Joseph-Salisbury 2018: 148). Historically, this 
displacement of our bodies yield epistemic implications that perpetuate a distinct form of 
colonial power dynamics and knowledge hierarchies that relegate our knowledge production 
to the margins of academia: Marking them as mere folklore or cultural artifacts, often dis-
missed, ignored and excluded as irrational, religious, subjective and personal, traditional, 
non-theoretical, and emotive (Spivak 1988; Mignolo 2000; Smith 2005; Shiva 1990). Libe-
rating our voices and bodies from this violent embeddedness in academic spaces, owning that 
freed voice from being that “minority per pot” (Reyes/Halcon 1988: 304) demands effort that 
Tsedale Melaku and Angie Beeman (2023: 1159) conceptualize as the “inclusion tax”, an 
invisible labour understood as “additional resources ‘spent,’ such as time, money, and emo-
tional and cognitive energy, just to adhere to the norms in these white spaces – all of which 
contributes to the precariat position of people of colour1 in white institutional spaces” (Me-
laku/Beeman 2023: 1161). 

With a qualitative empirical, cross-national research design we explore the emotional-
intellectual labour of individuals from marginalised racial backgrounds navigating academic 
spaces. While emotions are often seen as personal and psychological, we argue they are the 
result of gendered and racialised social and cultural practices (Ahmed 2004a; 2004b). The 
first section elaborates the journey of our auto-ethnographic research method as an attempt 
to show what decolonial practice in empirical research can look like. In the following section, 
we unfold a decolonial framework that allows us to view our empirical data on emotions as 

 
1  We use the term “people of colour” to define individuals who do not pass as white (Piper 1992). This term 

encompasses a diverse group with distinct experiences of inequality shaped by various socio-economic, cultu-
ral, and historical factors. We acknowledge that the term “people of colour” has limitations, as it positions them 
in opposition to “the white community” and lacks meaning without this contrast (Aceves 2022: 117). Its usage 
also varies across contexts. Nonetheless, the term is useful for reflecting power structures in marginalized 
communities and highlighting shared struggles among diverse groups. 




