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the (im)possibility of joy in academia for racialized
scholars: reflections from a podcast project

Bourabain, Colak, Essanhgji, Sahin & van Veen

This paper draws on our podcast conversations with racialized scholars based in the Netherlands
and Belgium on the (im)possibility of practicing Joy in predominantly white academic spaces. In
our podcast, we approach Joy as a political act of solidarity and resistance that generates
alternative ways of doing research, teaching, and community building in academia. Our
conversations shed light on the way Joy is practiced both as a tool and a weapon to refuse
academic whiteness and sustain alternative collective ways of being, feeling, and thinking that
disrupt and move beyond extractive and exploitive academic norms, structures, and practices.
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“So tell me, why are we still doing this?’

On a gloomy Sunday afternoon, a question reverberated through Dounia’s living room, disrupting
the silence as Zehra and Dounia came together to prepare yet another academic job application.
Our friendship, born out of a shared interest in anti-racism in education and academia, evolved into
a nurturing space where we could vent about our daily struggles as racialized Muslim women
navigating the deep waters of academia. The question, posed by Zehra, resonated deeply as we
spent the entire afternoon filling in application forms and advising each other on presenting
ourselves as ‘ideal’ candidates. Yet, during breaks, we found ourselves returning to the same
discussions about the everyday and institutional harm we continued to experience in academia and
the presence and weight of what is termed ‘racism fatigue' by Black feminists several decades ago
(Smith, 1980). Our hours-long conversations often provide us solace and Joy1, reminding us that
we are not alone and that the systemic issues we face are not just figments of our imagination. At
the same time, these difficult conversations are always accompanied by jokes and laughter and
touch upon many other aspects of our personal and family lives that cannot be accounted for by
simplistic theories of change and resistance. As the endarkened feminist epistemologies teach us,
these moments are Joyful precisely because they allow us to be visible and heard, and be made,
albeit temporarily, whole by our friendships (Dillard, 2019).

After along day, we settled on the sofa with a massive Moroccan teapot, enough for twelve people.
Again, the question arose: “Why are we still doing this [being in academia]?’. As we discussed our
experiences for over an hour, we wondered how other academics racialized as non-white2 persist
and find Joy in their academic journeys. “My sister did a podcast recently on racialized people in
the art world, maybe we should make one too to find our answer,” Dounia jokingly suggested. A
year later, we launched the podcast Joy in Academia on the Day Against Racism and
Discrimination in the spring of 2024. What began as a duo grew into a community of five
academics connected through our differences and similarities based on our race, ethnicity, religion,
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gender, migration history, native language, and academic position, which afforded us unique
angles on our own and others experiencesin academia.

While our research agendas and areas of study address issues relating to discrimination, prejudice,
racialization, decolonization, anti-racism, and belonging (Bourabain, 2024; Colak, 2024; Essanhgji,
2023; ?ahin, 2024; van Veen, 2023) we are each committed to social justice and the disruption of
oppressive structures that delegitimize our ways of being, doing, thinking, and feeling within and
outside of academia. This commitment motivated us to create a podcast on Joy, which, as Onur
suggested, could disrupt the victim-oppressor binary and allow us to reclaim our narratives. While
initially sceptical, Zakia saw it as an opportunity to think ‘otherwise’ and create something not
shaped by academic whiteness. Similarly, Daudi was enthusiastic about the chance to highlight
unheard voices and bring silenced narratives to the forefront. Ultimately, we agreed on our need
for a third space — where we could enact our complexity without constantly performing our pain
for the white gaze (Gilliam & Toliver, 2021).

Theoretical Inspirations on Joy

Drawing inspiration from Black and Indigenous feminist politics of Joy, we argue that theory
should be born out of the flesh, meaning that our collective experiences as racialized scholars are
important for producing new insightsinto how a) racialized dynamics function in academia as well
as alowing usto b) imagine new ways of building and sustaining our communities (Hurtado, 2003;
Toliver, 2022). As such, our choice to focus on Joy is deliberate. We are tired of the one-sided
narrative that only highlights our pain. Pain due to discrimination, oppression, sexism, racism, and
other *-isms' that racialized people face. While these experiences are undeniably significant, we
have started to question whether continually sharing and studying our pain serves our collective
well-being and social justice. As argued by Tuck (2009), this focus, albeit unintentionally, often
contributes to damage-centered research that reinforces a one-sided view of racialized communities
as hopeless and ruined. Similarly, Hartman (as cited by Stewart, 2020, p. 9) argues: “for whom
does one expose the [pained Black] body?’. By telling our stories of Joy, we refuse our suffering
as the “raw material of white pedagogy and enjoyment” (Hartman, 2018, n.p.) and look for new
ways in which our experiences can be used by and for racialized communities. As such, the notion
of Joy challenges the dominant narratives that often portray our lives through the lens of struggle
alone, emphasizing instead the complexity and richness of our existence.

But what is Joy? Joy, from a psychological lens, is afleeting burst of elation, commonly emerging
within socia contexts rather than in solitude (Arnett, 2023). Joy can be triggered by specific
happenings but may also arise from the solidarity found in communal belonging or shared
ideological alignment (Arnett, 2023). While psychological research on Joy has focused on
differences in meanings and experiences of Joy, little attention is given to the ways race and
oppressive social structures shape its practice. The importance of Joy for racialized people is
specifically highlighted by Black feminist scholars. For example, Lindsey Stewart argues that
“while resistance foregrounds an oppositional relation between oppressed and oppressors, Joy
foregrounds a flourishing relation of the self to the self (or, in the case of Black Joy, how Black
folks relate to each other)” (2020, p. 9). Hence, our approach to Joy draws on but is not limited to
Joy as resistance as it also addresses how practices and moments of Joy allow us to create
aternative liberatory futuresin line with Afrofuturist thought (Tichavakunda, 2023; Dillard, 2019).
Here, we follow Toliver (2023) in thinking of Afrofuturism as aframework for racialized scholars
to exercise our autonomy by highlighting our own experiences while refusing whiteness as the sole
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lens through which our lives and futures are interpreted.
Podcast Conversations on Joy with Racialized Academics

We use podcasting as a decolonial inquiry method to explore non-dominant ways of sharing
knowledge, wisdom, and experiences through collective dialogue (Day et al., 2017). Traditional
research methods often fail to centre and amplify marginalized voices, while podcasts, as an
alternative media form, offer a platform for diverse voices to reach a broader audience and allow
marginalized groups to share their stories (Tiffe & Hoffman, 2017). We invited nine racialized
academics from Dutch and Belgian universities to discuss. 1) What does Joy mean to you? 2) Can
you share a moment when you experienced Joy? 3) What advice would you give to racialized
individuals considering an academic career? This essay focuses on the first two, as they provide
insights into the practice of Joy: its when, where, how, and with whom. The third question, while
valuable, primarily offered mentoring and practical advice for entering and navigating academia
and is beyond the limited scope of this paper.

We conducted a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) by (re)reading podcast transcripts and
identifying when (specific career moments), where (university, conference, informal settings), how
(feeling seen, heard, connecting, generating otherwise knowledges), and with whom (students,
colleagues) Joy was experienced. After each episode, we collaboratively discussed recurring
themes and patterns, ensuring a rigorous and reflective approach. This iterative and dialogic
approach allowed us to capture the richness and nuance of Joy as it manifests in racialized
academics’ experiences. We approach Joy as recurring practices of claiming space, refusal, and
future-building, offering new insights into its potential as atransformative praxisin academia.

Claiming Academia for Us/Others

Several academics we interviewed were initially drawn to academia due to their interest in research
topics that were deeply personal and, therefore, revealed the lack of Other knowledges within their
fields. Sarah, a microbiologist, pursued research on reproductive health among racialized women
to address their exclusion in microbiology research. Similarly, Nozizwe, a law scholar, described
how, early on during her bachelor’s program, she started reading texts outside of the assigned
curriculum as they did not reflect her lived racialized and gendered experiences. This realization
eventually led her to study intersectional discrimination in the European legal system.

Some academics more explicitly stated how their identity shaped their research. Samira, a feminist
and religion scholar, described how her research was deeply personal due to experiences she had
before entering academia: “| was actually questioned a lot about the position of women in Islam
and felt that | mostly had to defend myself” (Azabar, 2024, 18:25). These experiences motivated
her to challenge dominant narratives about Muslim women: “I want the stories of these women to
be told and heard... There is a portrayal of Muslim women that | wanted to nuance” (Azabar,
2024, 20:25).

Similarly, Daphina, a law scholar, studies human rights and environmental justice because these

issues negatively impact communities in the Global South, of which she considers herself part:

In the context of Surinam, there’s a lot of mining that went on, which really
negatively impacted a lot of communities, which | also consider myself to be a part
of... | think it was both personal as well as academic interests that kind of collided
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(Misiedjan, 2024, 4:30).

A common thread across these narratives is that racialized academics claim their space in academia
by developing knowledge for and with those who have been spoken for or silenced within
academic research.

The Multitudes of Joy

Most of our speakers detailed how engaging in research that challenges dominant oppressive
narratives contributes to making visible different parts of their identities that often remain invisible,
in particular, their racialized and religious selves (Bourabain, 2024). This underwrites how the
socia contexts that we inhabit — whether our small-scale communities or broader society — shape
the ways we enact, feel and think about our identities (Ellemers et al., 1999; Erikson, 1968; Rogers
et al., 2020; Syed & McLean, 2016). While rare, being our ‘whole’ selves in white academic
spaces may trigger Joy, as Nozizwe expressed: “For me, Joy in academia means being able to bring
my whole self into the academic space, and not having to dim certain aspects of me so that | can fit
into the space” (Dube, 2024, 16:05). However, she underscores the challenges inherent in being as
you are rather than what white academic spaces impose you to be: “But if you do decide to bring
your entire self into academia, then it does mean that you will have to ruffle feathers and that the
moments of Joy are going to be something that you're going to have to fight for” (Dube, 2024,
28:55).

Leila, a political scientist, expressed a similar sentiment about lacking the very ease of being in
academia as her racialized and gendered self:

This idea of Joy and deciding to be yourself in academia doesn’'t equate with ease. |
think it’s not easier than before. And still, it's alot of effort, alot of time, it can be
frustrating, alot of stress. | still don’t have a secure position in academia. And well,
maybe some of my interests can free me from a more secure position. | don’t know...
But it's no longer lonely. And | also have a great moment of Joy while feeling like
I’m properly doing, acting and feeling that also | have real agency (Mouhib, 2024,
25:10).

Leila’s experience highlights how ease and at-homeness are feelings that are unequally distributed
along lines of race, gender, and academic security (Puwar, 2004). Importantly, these excerpts
demonstrate the dual nature of Joy — while it can be a profound source of collective energy and
strengthen one’s capacity to resist academia’ s whiteness, doing so can also have dire professional
consequences, as Leila notes.

Creating Joy for many guests, nonetheless, is often an act of resistance, such as to the white
institutional expectations of gratefulness and docility in navigating white academia as racialized
academics (Bourabain, 2021). Zuleika, a decolonial scholar, describes how Joy is an act of refusal:

It is one of the most powerful of the weapons we have... because to be joyful in spite
of the oppression and to be joyful in the face of these oppressive systems, it angers
them more in away that they can’t get to you, they can’'t steal your joy. You don’t get
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to steal my joy (Sheikh, 2024, 29:25).

As suggested by the insights of our guests, racialized scholars often actively create their own
spaces in which they work towards otherwise goals and futures. Jamila, a postcolonial scholar,
described moments of Joy in her teaching when organizing a teach-in with her colleagues to
discuss the ongoing genocide3 and educide against Palestinians in Gaza (Mascat, 2024). Jamila's
reflections taught us how Joy can be enacted as a radical praxis of resistance together with our
students and colleagues, particularly in the face of recent university-engineered police attacks
targeting pro-Palestine student protests. Moments of Joy for Zuleika also emerged during her
teaching as she actively used decolonial tools to reimagine the classroom as aradical space where
learning and teaching defied the traditional norms of teaching and learning:

| love the relationality we build in the classroom, where at the beginning, we're all
awkward and we don’t know each other. And then slowly, you know, we break those
barriers between us down. And we start learning from each other and unlearning from
each other. And those exciting moments where students are like, | get it (Sheikh,
2024, 32:30).

As such, Joy can take on different shapes ranging from rendering oneself more visible to resisting
and learning together.

Joy as Refusal and Future-Building

Joy as an act of refusal goes beyond self-interested goals and is often related to the commitment
towards, as Leila argues, the “collective emancipation and towards challenging social inequality
and envisioning some kind of reparative futures for all of us’ (Mouhib, 2024, 6:20). The practice
of Joy asrefusal is enacted in defying and reshaping academic narratives, as expressed by Samira:
“In my research, I’'m actually really happy to see the results that contradict what the ideas or
suggestions are of other peoplein academia’ (Azabar, 2024, 21:30). Durwin Lynch, researcher and
lecturer, has found Joy in the disruption of white Eurocentric ways of doing research that
eliminates Other knowledges in research on healing in the context of postcolonialism. Judi, a full
professor and psychologist, noticed a shift in how she found Joy throughout her career: “Joy was
more in those more formal aspects of doing successful science... It's developed more into enjoying
doing something different, bringing different perspectives to the table and some advocacy for
marginalized groups’ (Mesman, 2024, 17:55). In Judi’s case, her future-building activities are
expressed in this phase of her career by sharing her expertise through various avenues such as
workshops, speaking events, and publishing a book for the general public on anti-racist parenting.

The work racialized scholars do, whether through research, teaching or the creation of spaces of
refusal, is often related to a bigger cause, one that is emancipatory for racialized communities.
Daphina describes how recognizing the greater purpose of one's place in academia is itself how
Joy arises. “There are moments where you can find Joy, where you know that you’ re supposed to
be in that place, at the right time, doing what you’'re doing, or understanding the purpose of you
being in academia’ (Misiedjan, 2024, 12:30). This sentiment is echoed across other interviews,
revealing a consistent theme: Joy is related to a constant engagement with future-building. This
journey isfar from simple, as Lynch experienced how he was advised by “people who sometimes |
want the most support from” (Lynch, 2024, 9:40) to “leave that, don’t touch that, leave that in the
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past” (Lynch, 2024, 9:40), meaning the decolonial research he was pursuing. He came to
understand that “there is just a bigger... it's not me just doing something that | want. It's a
meaning that is bigger and I’'m grateful to be able to do this then” (Lynch, 2024, 9:45). Leila and
Zuleika exemplify how racialized Joy cannot exist without the risk of becoming a‘nuisance’ to the
oppressive space in which they exist, but that thisis exactly the tools we need to take up space with
our ‘disruptive’ racialized and gendered bodies (Puwar, 2004).

As these different stories demonstrate, Joy may be found in various alleys of white academic
spaces as a ‘tool’ or ‘weapon’ to refuse academic whiteness and generate new ways of being and
thinking together that do not rely on harmful and extractive norms, structures, relations, and
practices.

Reflections on Finding Joy in Academia

Reflecting on this podcast project, we found that collaboration itself created opportunities for Joy.
We have become more intentional about tracing moments of Joy in our academic and personal
lives. During this past year, we all have experienced ups and downs in our professional journey
including successful PhD defences, job applications, earned research fellowships, and challengesin
dealing with the structural academic workload while witnessing a fully orchestrated genocide
(Albanese, 2024; United Nations Special Committee to Investigate I sraeli Practices, 2024) that our
institutions chose to remain silent about. As such, through this project, we were able to create a
‘third’ or ‘liminal’ space where we could own the complexity of our experiences, be Joyful, sad,
vulnerable, and celebrate and care for each other (Anzaldua, 2004; Bhabha, 2006). In other words,
this project allowed us to practice one of the most fundamental aspects of Joy, which is community
(Carson, 2009; Johnson, 2020).

The studios where we recorded our podcast conversations turned into fugitive spaces where our
ways of being, doing, and expressing ourselves were (usually) not under the constant scrutiny of
the white gaze (Stovall & Mosely, 2023). Our guests also highlight the Joyful energy in the studio
generated by the coming together of our racialized bodies in a predominantly white university
space: “1I’m feeling very Joyful, using the podcast title. As| said, when | came into the room, | was
really feeling the Muslim empowerment” (Ahannach, 2024, 1:45). The podcast conversations with
guests then helped spread Joy around, as not only our guests but also our aimost 2.000 listeners
became part of this Joy community. Our racialized students and colleagues have told us that
listening to these conversations made them feel seen in ways they had not felt before. This reminds
us, again, of Cynthia Dillard’ swords: “We feel joy when we feel visible and heard” (2019, p. 113).

By discussing Joy and what brings us Joy, which isitself aradical praxis (Kern et a., 2014), we
engaged in aform of collective ‘freedom dreaming’ (Kelley, 2002). Thisisn't to romanticize our
experiences, as we are deeply aware of the systemic injustices affecting us and our communities.
The podcast process itself faced institutional challenges, including limited access to university
studios and questions about potentially harming the university’s reputation. While devel oping our
podcast, we were aso actively resisting the co-optation of Joy by neoliberal academia that could
perpetuate harm against racialized bodies (Stewart, 2020). Some academics suggested, for
instance, broadening the podcast’s focus beyond racialized scholars, aiming to depoliticize
racialized Joy in academia. This mirrors how Black Joy has been co-opted in popular media
(Sobande & Amponsah, 2025).
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Through our podcast project, we not only practiced Joy but also opened ourselves to learning from
other ways of thinking about and practicing Joy. This process allowed us to affirm our complex
racialized existence and envision an academic landscape where we can thrive beyond the
constraints of racism and discrimination. Creating the podcast reminded us that Joy is not only
possible but abundant when we come together and combine all those moments of Joy, which
Nozizwe, described as “little sparks’ (Dube, 2024, 23:40). We felt these little sparks of Joy come
together to create a powerful fire during our launch event on March 21, 2024. On this Ramadan
evening, we hosted an Iftar in a university room designed to highlight the diversity (read:
whiteness with a female touch) in academia through portraits of predominantly white (wo)men
academics hanging on its walls. While our Black, Brown, Muslim, and non-white bodies in these
spaces are often invisibilized and ignored, our event was a celebration of our existence and
persistence. The podcast and our countless meetings have given us ample time to reflect on the
guestion, “So why are we still doing this?’. For some of us racialized academics, it is because we
may want to simply pursue our intellectual curiosity. For others, it isto perform intellectual |abour
for a greater purpose, to pass on Otherized knowledges to future generations, advocate for
subaltern communities, or reclaim academic spaces. In all of this, we ultimately seek, build, and
practice Joy for ourselves and our communities, making academia a space for us, too.
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1. Wecapitalize ‘Joy’ to emphasize its political and relational nature and distinguish it from neoliberal notions of individual
satisfaction and happiness.

2. For simplicity, we use ‘racialized’ to refer to those racialized as non-white.

3. Genocide and holocaust scholars, UN-experts and the UN have internationally recognized and condemned the violence
inflicted upon Palestinians following October 7, 2023, as genocide (Albanese, 2024; Segal, 2023; United Nations, 2024a).
According to the United Nations Special Committee to Investigate | sragli Practices: “ The developmentsin this report lead
the Special Committee to conclude that the policies and practices of Israel during the reporting period are consistent with
the characteristics of genocide. The targeting of Palestinians as a group; the life-threatening conditions imposed on
Palestinians in Gaza through warfare and restrictions on humanitarian aid — resulting in physical destruction, increased
miscarriages and stillbirths — and the killing of and serious bodily or mental harm caused to Palestinians in Gaza and the
occupied West Bank, including East Jerusalem, are violations under international law” (2024, p. 25). The educide refers
to the direct targeting of Palestinian higher education institutions, resulting in the prolonged destruction of 11 out of
Gazad's 19 higher education institutions. This not only entails the destruction of educational infrastructure, but also the
targeted killing of academics and administrative university staff, and the implication of Isragli universitiesin the erasure
of Palestinian educational and intellectual life (United Nations, 2024b; Wind, 2023).
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