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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose This paper contributes to the scholarly literature on intersectionality and social 

injustice (invisibility, hypervisibility) in higher education and serves as a model 
for enacting doctoral education where research, theory, and practice converge. 

Background Invisibility and hypervisibility have long been documented as social injustices, 
but very little literature has documented how doctoral students (who are also 
university employees) make meaning of intersecting privileges and oppressions 
within post-secondary hierarchies. 

Methodology This study used a 10-week Duoethnography with co-researchers who were sim-
ultaneously doctoral students, staff, instructors, and administrators in higher ed-
ucation settings. 

Contribution This paper offers a unique glimpse into currere—the phenomenon of theory and 
practice converging—to offer an intensive interrogation of life as curriculum 
for five doctoral students and a professor.  
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Findings This paper illuminates rich meaning-making narratives of six higher educators 
as they grappled with invisibility and hypervisibility in the context of their inter-
secting social identities as well as their varied locations within post-secondary 
hierarchies/power structures. 

Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

Duoethnography can be an effective strategy for social justice praxis in doctoral 
programs as well as other higher education departments, divisions, or student 
organizations. 

Recommendations  
for Researchers  

Researchers can use Duoethnography to explore a plethora of social justice is-
sues in doctoral education and across staff, faculty, and Ph.D. student experi-
ences within the power structures of post-secondary education. 

Future Research Future research can more deeply explore social injustices and the intersections 
of not only social identities, but also social locations of doctoral students who 
are simultaneously employees and students in a university hierarchy. 

Keywords doctoral education, duoethnography, invisibility, hypervisibility, intersectionality 

 

INTRODUCTION 
As part of a doctoral course about social justice in higher education, five students and one faculty 
member engaged in a ten-week duoethnographic project where they grappled with a plethora of so-
cial justice topics—including intersectionality, invisibility, and hypervisibility. As a methodology, 
duoethnography (Breault, 2016; Norris & Sawyer, 2012) affords the opportunity for “both research-
ers and readers to critique the relationship between personal and larger cultural narratives” (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2012, p. 17). This manuscript provides a unique and detailed perspective about the way invis-
ibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality shaped the experiences and meaning-making of six higher 
educators, five of whom were doctoral students.  

In 2011, Museus and Griffin called for higher education scholars to use intersectional paradigms to 
consider how “the confluence of one’s multiple marginalized and privileged identities is an interac-
tion that creates a unique experience” (p. 8). The varied, intersecting privileged and marginalized 
identities of each co-author contributed to their perspectives and experiences with professional invis-
ibility and hypervisibility and added rich evidence for individual and collective meaning-making in the 
duoethnographic process. Our duoethnographic project (Breault, 2016; Norris & Sawyer, 2012) adds 
to the growing body of literature about invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality for doctoral 
students (Haynes et al., 2016; Truong et al., 2016) who hold complex intersecting social identities as 
well as social locations in the power structure of post-secondary educational settings. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Duoethnographers are discouraged from starting a study with a review of the existing literature (Nor-
ris & Sawyer, 2012). Instead, through a rigorous survey of it, the literature acts as an interactive voice 
throughout the research process (Breault, 2016). Norris and Sawyer (2012) suggest that during a 
duoethnography, literature be collected as is deemed necessary. As topics of invisibility and hypervisi-
bility emerged, and as our duoethnographic conversations began to revolve more around intersec-
tionality, we involved those bodies of literature in conversation with our duoethnographic narrative 
(Breault, 2016; Norris & Sawyer, 2012). In this section, we offer a very brief overview of the relevant 
literature on these topics. It is important to note that extensive and in-depth literature reviews are not 
typical for duoethnographic papers. 
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INTERSECTIONALITY 
The term intersectionality is commonly used in academe; however, researchers define and apply it in 
a variety of ways (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Museus & Griffin, 2011; Shields, 2008). Early intersectional 
writings were composed by Black women who described the simultaneity of racial, gender, and class 
oppressions (c.f., Combahee River Collective, 1977/1995; Crenshaw, 1989, 1991). Intersectional 
scholars call upon readers to recognize social structures, power, and privilege (Collins & Bilge, 2016). 
Collins (1991) noted that women of color experienced a matrix of domination due to their intersect-
ing race and gender identities. More recently, scholars have noted that everyone lives within the con-
text of the matrix of oppression due to the totality of our identities and that the structures of race, 
class, and gender “create disadvantages for women of color” but also “provide unacknowledged ben-
efits for those who are at the top of these hierarchies” (Zinn & Dill, 1996, p. 327). 

Shields (2008) explained how intersecting social identities (e.g., ability, race, gender, class, sexuality) 
are “organizing features of social relations, [that] mutually constitute, reinforce, and naturalize one 
another” (p. 302). As such, seminal and contemporary intersectional scholars offer insight into the 
interconnection among concepts like invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality. For instance, 
hooks (1981, p. 7) foregrounded notions of intersectionality and invisibility when she said, “No other 
group in America has so had their identity socialized out of existence as have black women. We are 
rarely recognized as a group separate and distinct from black men, or as a present part of the larger 
group ‘women.’” In her writing about black feminist thought, Collins (1998, 2000) described a matrix 
of domination faced by black women which included alternating invisibility and hypervisibility. She 
explained how prior to the 1980s, black women were “virtually invisible” and yet, increased visibility 
of women of color has brought “increased surveillance” (Collins, 1998, p. 52). A decade later, Purdie-
Vaughns and Eibach (2008) hypothesized that people holding two or more subordinate identities of-
ten experience intersectional invisibility which is “the general failure to fully recognize people with 
intersecting identities as members of their constituent groups” (p. 381). More recent intersectional 
writers (Museus & Griffin, 2011) noted that the confluence of minoritized and privileged social iden-
tities lead to incredibly complex intersectional realities for higher educators based upon varying ac-
cess to social power. 

INVISIBILITY &  HYPERVISIBILITY 
In this section, we draw upon a growing body of literature that illuminates invisibility and hypervisi-
bility. Invisibility can be defined as “being treated as if one is not visible, and being dismissed, deval-
ued, ignored, and delegitimized by others because of one’s race” (Torres-Harding et al., 2012, p. 155-
156 ) or due to membership in a social identity group with limited representation (Stewart, 2018-19). 
Ironically, while those holding marginalized identities often experience feeling voiceless and invisible, 
they often also experience feeling highly scrutinized or hypervisible. Hypervisibility is the “condition 
of being subject to heightened scrutiny, observations, and policing due to one’s limited representa-
tion” (Stewart, 2018-19). Ryland (2013) further described hypervisibility as “scrutiny based on per-
ceived difference, often (mis) recognized as deviance” (p. 222). Being treated as invisible or hypervisi-
ble are forms of discrimination and can manifest in different ways for marginalized social identity 
groups and for individuals holding different intersecting social identities. 

The notion of invisibility as a microaggression has been documented in the psychology and higher 
education literature. In focus groups with eight Asian American students and two professionals, Sue 
et al. (2009) documented the “invalidation of interethnic differences and invisibility” as a form of mi-
croaggression (p. 98). Participants felt invisible when colleagues suggested that Asians were not peo-
ple of color and did not experience racial discrimination and when conversations about racism fo-
cused solely on Black and Latinx people (Sue et al. 2009). Nadal (2010) noted how invisibility mani-
fests when women are “overlooked” or when men are given “preferential treatment” (p. 166). In two 
separate experimental studies, Sesko and Biernat (2010) found that black women experienced invisi-
bility because they go “unnoticed and unheard” (p. 357). In a different study, Franklin and Boyd-
Franklin (2000) described how African Americans experienced a psychological invisibility syndrome 
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as a result of repeated and persistent racial exclusion. Two years later, Torres-Harding et al. (2012) 
included invisibility as a category on their Racial Microaggressions Scale (RMAS). 

Numerous studies have illuminated how invisibility manifests for minoritized populations in higher 
education (Abes & Wallace, 2018; Cartwright et al., 2009; Constantine et al. 2008; Mena & Vaccaro, 
2017; Michael-Makri, 2010; Miles, 2012; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). In a study of students of 
color in graduate-level counseling programs, Michael-Makri (2010) found the highest average mi-
croaggression scores related to experiences of having one’s ideas minimized or ignored and being 
overlooked for services. In a study of college students with physical disabilities, Abes and Wallace 
(2018) explained how intersectionality complicated experiences of invisibility in their college partici-
pants who “experienced intersectional erasure [because they] were invisible in society at large and 
among other disabled people” (p. 551). 

Constantine et al. (2008) found 12 Black faculty experienced alternating invisibility and marginaliza-
tion/hyper-visibility. Ten of the participants described invisibility as not being noticed by colleagues 
and the devaluation of scholarship on race and gender topics. Participants felt hypervisible “when 
their expertise [usually about race] was needed or when they were asked to help recruit an applicant 
of color for an available position” (Constantine et al., 2008, p. 351). Hypervisibility often resulted in 
faculty feeling like the spokesperson for their race. In another qualitative study with twelve African 
American faculty, Cartwright et al. (2009) found more than half the participants experienced feelings 
of hypervisibility alternating with invisibility. In a different study, Sanchez-Hucles and Davis (2010) 
noted how women of color in higher education are hypervisible when university administrators want 
them to address multicultural issues, but invisible when it comes to receiving professional support. 
Black women, in particular, have reported being unheard in conversations and situations where their 
voices should be equal contributors to the conversation and go unnoticed even after they have 
earned their seat at the table (Mena & Vaccaro, 2017; Miles, 2012).  

A few studies have specifically looked at racism in doctoral education. Truong et al. (2016) docu-
mented four manifestations of racism experienced by doctoral students, including one powerful 
quote about the ways students of color can be treated as if they are invisible in a classroom. In a dif-
ferent study, Haynes et al. (2016) used the invisibility syndrome as a tool to conduct a critical race 
analysis of the ways racist master narratives shaped the entire educational trajectory of Black women 
doctoral students.  

In sum, invisibility and hypervisibility often act simultaneously to disadvantage and create barriers 
and burdens for members of marginalized groups in higher education (Settles et, 2019; Tuitt & 
Carter, 2008), by denying them authority, legitimacy, voice, and recognition (Lander & Santoro, 2017; 
Settles et al., 2019) and exposing them to discrimination based on their marginalized identities (Tuitt 
& Carter, 2008). Invisibility and hypervisibility are all inherently connected to identity, intersectional-
ity, power, and hierarchy (Collins, 1998, 2000; Collins & Bilge, 2016; Settles et al., 2019; Shields, 
2008; Simpson & Lewis, 2005). In this study, we used the concepts of invisibility and hypervisibility 
to explore the experiences of being denied authority, legitimacy, voice, and recognition in the higher 
education spaces that we inhabit as higher educators and doctoral students with varied intersecting 
social and professional identities. 

METHODOLOGY 
Duoethnography is a method in which currere (Pinar, 1975), theory, and practice converge (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2012). Currere (Pinar, 1975) is a process of intensively interrogating one’s experiences in life 
generally and education in particular (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). Duoethnographers use currere to bet-
ter understand the collective experience of a shared phenomenon (Sawyer & Norris, 2013). Norris 
and Sawyer (2012) argued that the uniqueness and power of duoethnography comes from “the listen-
ing of the relevant stories of the other” (p. 28). Importantly, duoethnography was selected for our 
project because it is a methodology that harbors a robust commitment to social justice and allowed 
for close alignment with the goals of our social justice in higher education course. As recognized by 
Sawyer and Norris (2013): 
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When framed by principles of social justice, duoethnography is both a reflection of 
social justice and a method to advance it. The concept of social justice is premised on 
the recognition of the urgent need to examine power and privilege and improve soci-
etal and environmental conditions. (p. 6) 

To this end, we assert duoethnography assisted us in deeply exploring our multiple intersecting social 
identities, power-laden locations in university hierarchies, and our experiences with invisibility/hyper-
visibility while simultaneously affirming our understanding of, and commitment to, social justice in 
higher education. 

METHODS 

CO-RESEARCHERS 
The authors of this article are five doctoral students enrolled part-time in a Ph.D. program in educa-
tion and a faculty member in the program. Even though the co-researchers are listed as authors on 
this manuscript, we have chosen to use pseudonyms in the findings section to protect our institutions 
and individuals who may be referenced in our quotations. Five of the researchers identify as cis-
gender women and one identifies as a cisgender man. Three of the researchers are People of Color 
and three are White. One of the researchers identifies as queer and five identify as heterosexual. The 
six individuals range in age from 30 to 48, hold varying religious views, and identify as lower-middle 
class to upper-middle class. Differences between duoethnographers are both expected and encour-
aged (Norris & Sawyer, 2012), and we believe our project was strengthened by the diverse intersect-
ing social identities and respective perspectives of each co-researcher.  See Table 1 for co-researcher 
demographics. 

The Ph.D. program is designed for professionals who work full-time and is co-sponsored by two 
public universities located in the northeastern United States. At the time of the study, the five stu-
dents were in various stages of the first three years of coursework required by the doctoral program 
and chose to enroll in the instructor’s social justice in higher education course as an elective. During 
the first meeting of the class, the instructor posed the idea of engaging in a duoethnographic project 
for the 10-week course. Each of the students was invited to participate in a Duoethnography or com-
plete an alternate set of assignments. Duoethnography is a methodology that attracts participants 
who enjoy the process of thinking and conversing about their own lives and the lives of others 
(Breault, 2016). As such, all the students expressed interest in participating in the project as co-re-
searchers. 

While some may assert that the name of the methodology, duoethnography, suggests a maximum of 
two participants, we subscribe to Breault’s (2016) suggestion that the number of participants in a 
duoethnography is only limited by their ability to maintain intimacy, trust, and commitment to the 
methodology. In addition to being enrolled in the same Ph.D. program, all five of the student co-au-
thors, as well as the instructor, are also full-time employees at various institutions of higher educa-
tion. Three of the co-researchers have primarily instructional or faculty roles at three different cam-
puses including a state flagship institution, a state comprehensive institution, and a community col-
lege. The other three participants were employed at one public flagship and one small private post-
secondary institution as higher education administrators. Duoethnography brings together complex 
beings situated within their own complex social networks (Breault, 2016). The social networks of the 
co-researchers are both varied and intertwined as they are peers in a doctoral program co-sponsored 
by two institutions but are also employed across four post-secondary institutions situated within the 
same state. 
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Table 1. Co-Researchers Demographics 

Pseudonym  Race and/or Ethnic 
Identity 

Gender Campus Roles 

Virginia Black Cisgender Woman Doctoral Student, 
University Staff 
Member 

Maria Black/AfroLatina Cisgender Woman Doctoral Student, 
Community college 
Faculty Member 

Tiffany White Cisgender Woman Doctoral Student, 
University Staff 
Member 

Caroline Asian Cisgender Woman Doctoral Student, 
University Faculty 
Member 

Jude White Cisgender Man Doctoral Student, 
University Staff 
Member 

Mary White Cisgender Woman Doctoral Course In-
structor, University 
Faculty Member 

DATA COLLECTION 

GROUP CONVERSATIONS 
The main form of duoethnographic data collection involved group conversations about social justice 
in the context of higher education. Over the ten-week project, co-researchers engaged in seven in-
depth conversations, each centered on a particular aspect of social justice. All conversations were au-
dio recorded and thereafter transcribed. The instructor was the primary arbiter of the topics of dis-
cussion. This practice is in keeping with Breault’s (2016) suggestion that it is beneficial to duoethnog-
raphers to decide beforehand on key topics that will likely be of importance to the phenomenon of 
inquiry. The seven conversations focused on social justice in the context of (i) our own backgrounds 
and interesting identities, (ii) educator/teacher issues, (iii) issues facing employees within the organi-
zational structures of higher education institutions, (iv) issues encountered by doctoral students, (v) 
issues in faculty and staff interactions, (vi) challenges in conducting higher education research, and 
(vii) what it means to be an ally. Time was reserved at the end of each conversation for co-research-
ers to generate additional prompts for conversation. During these 60-90 minute conversations, the 
instructor, when needed, served as a moderator to ensure focus stayed trained on the phenomenon 
of making meaning of social justice and to hone in on specific points of particular interest that re-
quired further discussion. Breault (2016) noted that early adopters of duoethnography are particularly 
susceptible to the problem of parallel talk, which refers to instances in which the participants share 
independent stories of experiences that pertain to similar issues rather than engage in an interactive, 
shared probing of those issues. Having an experienced moderator ensure the discussions consisted of 
conversation, rather than monologues, was an essential check against the problem of parallel talk. 

Trustworthiness takes on a unique form when researchers are also participants (Jones, 2009). Jones 
(2009) suggests that researchers serving as participants should engage in ongoing member checking. 
Therefore, to increase trustworthiness, each co-researcher member checked the weekly transcript of 
the group conversation for accuracy within a few days of the conversation. As was the case with our 
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project, review of transcripts of dialogical inquiry can serve as a separate component of data analysis, 
exploration, and generation (Drechsler Sharp et al., 2012). 

INDIVIDUAL MEMOING  
The immediate review of transcripts was coupled with weekly memoing by each co-researcher about 
personal reflections and meaning-making pertaining to the transcribed conversations. The memos 
served as individual post-reflections on the process and context of the weekly recording. The memos 
were shared electronically within three days of each recording session. Co-researchers read and re-
flected on all memos and, thus, they served as an additional form of data collection. Memoing is not 
a typical facet of duoethnography. Yet, according to Norris and Sawyer (2012), duoethnographers 
model a state of perpetual inquiry. As such, we believe our practice of memoing to be consistent with 
the spirit of the methodology. Moreover, the memoing process, and the resultant memos, which 
were shared among the co-researchers, increased intimacy and trust among the participants. Breault 
(2016) argues that duoethnography relies on familiarity and trust between researchers. Prior to the 
start of this project, not all of the co-researchers had familiar, personal relationships with each other. 
We assert that by establishing a process that required each co-researcher to toggle between group in-
quiry and visible personal reflection (via memoing), we accelerated the development of collective 
trust and intimacy. During one of our recorded sessions, a co-researcher noted, “Part of the power in 
this class was reading your memos every week.” Additionally, the memoing process contributed to 
robust data collection that allowed for thick description, which makes the findings of a duoethno-
graphic inquiry more trustworthy (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). 

INTEGRATING THE LITERATURE 
In accordance with duoethnographic methods, we reviewed and revisited literature during the collec-
tion and analyses phases of the research project. All co-researchers agreed on selected readings on a 
weekly basis to compliment the chosen discussion topic. An effort was made to have minoritized 
voices represented in the literature so that, as Norris and Sawyer (2012) suggest, these voices are re-
garded as additional partners in the conversation. In addition to the weekly readings, the co-research-
ers identified additional, relevant literature on invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality in 
higher education as this paper evolved. 

DATA ANALYSIS 
After all discussions were transcribed and all memos complete, the co-researchers each explored the 
transcriptions and memos. Through our analytic process, we identified key emergent concepts of in-
visibility and hypervisibility in the transcripts and our rich, reflective, and candid duoethnographic 
narratives. Duoethnographic analysis, unlike other forms of qualitative research, does not include the 
chunking of data into categories in order to construct a metanarrative. Conversely, duoethnographic 
findings are presented as an engaging narrative. The narrative is intended to prompt readers to alter-
nate between the diverse perspectives of co-researchers and their own perspectives on the topic. As a 
result, readers become co-participants and active witnesses in an extended dialogue like the one pre-
sented in this manuscript (Norris & Sawyer, 2012; Sawyer & Norris, 2013). We invite readers to en-
gage as a co-participant with us in the following dialogue about our meaning making regarding invisi-
bility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality. 

FINDINGS 
Duoethnographers encourage readers to develop their own perspectives on the topic by presenting a 
rich narrative of the co-researcher’s meaning making, quotes, and diverse perspectives (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2012). This style encourages the readers to become co-participants, in which they push be-
yond the mere absorption of findings to develop their own understanding and take part as active wit-
nesses as the dialogue unfolds. During this duoethnography, the co-researchers engaged in discussion 
about how invisibility and hypervisibility manifests and affects each person differently based on their 
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hidden and visible intersecting identities. The duoethnographic process gave space for each of the 
co-researchers to explore how they have experienced and been impacted by these social justice con-
cepts. We also garnered a glimpse into each other’s lives and experiences, creating a deeper under-
standing and appreciation for one another and for the complexity of intersectionality, invisibility, and 
hypervisibility. 

All co-researchers could identify areas where they were impacted by hypervisibility and invisibility (or 
lack thereof), and many of these encounters differed based on the co-researchers diverse social iden-
tities (e.g., racial, gender, sexual, class, and ability) as well as their professional status within power-
laden university hierarchies. 

Virginia: I always thought that if I worked harder and I got a seat at this table that I would be able to 
stop all of these things [incidents on campus] from happening. … I was at orientation and a mother 
came … and she had an issue. And so the orientation leader said, “Let’s go talk to Virginia”, but in-
stead of her coming to shake my hand, which is clearly the “Virginia” out of the two of us at the ta-
ble, she goes in to reach out to shake the white male student’s hand. I thought that now because I’ve 
moved up and I have a seat at a table … that I wouldn’t be experiencing invisibility … I am a Black 
woman who is a director of student activities, you know I exist, … there’s no invisibility there. But 
still, in that moment, she managed to make me feel invisible in a seat and at a place where I shouldn’t 
feel invisible. And I only envision as I move up to be vice president, dean of students or whatever 
that is that gets me at an even higher seat at the table, how visible that will make me? Or will they 
[privileged administrators/students/parents] still make me invisible? 

Maria: Virginia’s experience of invisibility was also wrapped up in hypervisibility. Hypervisibility is 
what made the white mother go very much out of her way (Really? This guy looks like a Virginia to 
you?) to maintain the authority white supremacy and patriarchy bestowed to white men, in the face 
of the black woman. Virginia was not invisible to this woman. … I always see invisibility as a two-
edged sword. So, there’s invisibility and there’s hypervisibility, right? I feel like in order to make 
someone invisible and to make them different, you have to first identify them as different. “You 
don’t belong here, or what are you doing here?”… They just sort of act like they can’t see you. (As 
women of color or women generally) people will bump into you, you’d be at the supermarket. Just 
this idea of personal space. Students do it to me. Sometimes I just freeze, to make them realize like, 
you’re in my way or like, hi, there’s a human being here… 

Tiffany: I think the area I struggle with most is not being treated as an aspiring scholar whose entire 
line of work focuses on issues of race, sexism, class, and other minoritized identities. When I am 
called into these conversations, it’s as a friend, a wife, a family member… perhaps because of my 
age/gender [i.e., young, white woman], people are not interested in anything more than my casual 
opinion, especially when my knowledge base is directly confrontational to their beliefs. I would like 
to be taken seriously. My husband, during our debate, told me he was looking to talk to his wife, not 
to a scholar and therefore wasn’t interested in what I was saying. How do I take off my ‘scholar’ hat 
and put on my ‘everyday person’ hat? Why is it that when I wear a specific hat (or viewed through 
my intersecting social identities—young woman) I am forced into invisibility? 

Caroline: When discussing diversity, equity, and social justice, I feel that as an Asian woman, I am 
simultaneously looked at to answer questions and overlooked as “not a minority.” My struggles and 
oppression as a woman of color have been dismissed and deemed not as “severe” as others from dif-
ferent minority groups. There was one article (Nguyen, 2016)… written by an Asian author and she 
really … spelled out a lot about invisibility and how she as an Asian woman felt invisible and was 
overlooked and not called a minority and things like that. And that really resonated with me as an 
Asian woman because it really put into words things I’ve always felt but didn’t really have the words 
for. … It may have given me a feeling of vindication. Like it is a real thing, it’s not just me being sen-
sitive or over-sensitive or whatnot. 

Tiffany: … in computer science ...the majority is white and Asian and like you’re missing (whole 
groups of people). So, every time I give like any sort of diversity talk, I … rail against that because 
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you’re missing like whole groups of people in there as you bucket (Asian)... But I guess we bucket 
everything. That’s as humans. We do that. Yeah. 

Jude: Normally when I end up coming upon things, (I think) oh, I can relate to this. (This time) it’s 
on the flip side. There was a time where they were trying to merge the College of Continuing Educa-
tion and the School of Education and I was [a graduate student] just there to take notes on my lap-
top... it was a super contentious meeting, neither of the sides want(ed) to get merged. (It was) 
thought if you put them in the room, they would agree with it and they didn’t. And someone was 
like, “Well Jude, what do you think?” I just popped up from my computer like, “I’m sorry, what? My 
opinion?” … So yeah, I don’t feel it as being invisible…[but the older woman dean who was sup-
posed to be facilitating the meeting certainly was treated as if she was invisible when the participant 
asked for (and privileged) my opinion instead of addressing her.] 

Virginia: I do find it interesting that you just said as a grad student, they gave you a seat at the table 
when most people wouldn’t have a seat. Like, there were people who were steps under your boss that 
didn’t have seat at that table. And as a white male, you were easily provided a seat at the table where 
you didn’t have to fight for it. You didn’t have to, you were just there taking notes and you got an 
opinion. 

Jude: Yeah. I’ve had a charmed career path, for sure. I am very thankful for it. And I do 
acknowledge it. 

Mary: I am constantly wrestling with hypervisibility and invisibility as it relates to my social and pro-
fessional identities. Who gets rewarded and patted on the back for doing social justice work? Too of-
ten white people, and often white women like me. I get recognized often for being social justice ac-
tivists on campus. And I know that recognition comes from my privileged intersecting identities as a 
white woman and my power-laden role as a professor on campus. Those experiences of privileged 
hypervisibility happen simultaneously with my experiences of being dismissed [invisible] when I am 
one of the few women in a room of men administrators or when colleagues send LGBTQ students 
to me for advice or counseling [making me feel hypervisible]. 

The duoethnographic conversation, presented above, mirrors much of the literature on alternating 
invisibility and hypervisibility for minoritized social identity groups in higher education (Abes & Wal-
lace, 2018; Cartwright et al., 2009; Constantine et al. 2008; Mena & Vaccaro, 2017; Michael-Makri, 
2010; Miles, 2012; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). In line with the method, this literature became 
part of our conversation (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). Virginia and Maria described instances where they 
experienced personal and professional erasure (Collins, 1998, 2000; hooks, 1981; Sesko & Biernat, 
2010; Torres-Harding et al., 2012) as women who identified as Black and Caribbean and Afro-Latina 
respectively. Caroline was in conversation with literature describing how invisibility is experienced by 
Asians who are often not seen as people of color (Nguyen, 2016; Sue et al., 2009). Jude, Mary, and 
Tiffany experienced privileges as white university employees, yet intersectional realities of gender 
(Nadal, 2010) and sexuality complicated those experiences. As such, during our duoethnographic 
conversations, we consistently revisited the work of Museus and Griffin (2011) who pointed out the 
need to recognize the complexity of intersecting privileged and oppressed social identities in higher 
education. Our duoethnographic conversation, however, pushed beyond this literature to illuminate 
the complex ways our varied doctoral student, staff, and faculty roles within university hierarchy also 
informed our experiences and meaning-making processes. 

Norris and Sawyer (2012) note that duoethnographers “reconceptualize their perceptions of them-
selves and their cultural worlds” (p. 11). During our duoethnographic process, we used currere (Pi-
nar, 1975) to reflect upon our individual and collective experiences, and in turn, deepen our aware-
ness of intersectionality, invisibility, and hypervisibility. Our collective meaning-making inspired our 
growth and had positive ramifications on our work as educators. As our duoethnographic praxis pro-
gressed, we further reflected on how we could use these collective social justice perspectives to posi-
tively impact those around us—including our colleagues, students, and family members. Duoethnog-
raphy is a method that advances social justice. In the following section, readers can join our conver-
sation about how we made meaning of the formal and informal venues by which we inspired (or 
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hoped to inspire) learning about invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality with each other and 
in our professional and personal spheres of influence. 

Tiffany: I think I definitely learned, too. Just having y’all’s perspective in not allowing students to re-
route. To skip over you as people... If they (privileged parents, colleagues, students) had a problem 
and they come to me (instead of you or another colleague from a marginalized background)…. I 
never really gave that much thought. Because in some ways I thought that I was being helpful-- “Well 
I’m taking this (problematic student) away to where you don’t have to deal with them.” But, (I never 
thought) that’s totally undercutting all of you as professionals. One of the things that I can take away 
is being a better person in this space. It’s like, “Oh God, that makes a lot of sense to not do some-
thing like that” (i.e., use my privilege and disempower you as a colleague). 

Virginia: I often view myself as this educator to my students, because who else is a Black female 
working on an extremely predominantly White institution to help them understand those experi-
ences? In a way that is pushing already, by my presence being there, pushing (against) the stereotype 
that Black women are ignorant. Well, no, because here I am. I’m a Director and I am also in a Ph.D. 
program. So, I’m already breaking your stereotypes. I’m already pushing through glass ceilings. 

Jude: My personal experiences of feeling invisible while on campus are limited to a handful of times 
early in my career... Some people took a lot of interest in a new person working an entry-level job in 
the Provost’s Office, committed my name to memory, and always engaged in small talk. Others 
would avoid eye contact at all costs so as to prevent having to make an introduction. I was always 
cognizant of this and have always tried to think about how it felt to be completely ignored by some 
university leaders and warmly greeted by others when trying to develop my own style of leadership. 

Maria: The first (powerful learning experience for me) was the idea of invisibility in higher ed spaces, 
and how it was experienced by all of us at the table in a variety of ways, with some of the experiences 
being similar. The discomfort that Caroline and Tiffany have expressed several times about not want-
ing to remain invisible in the face of injustice was very thought provoking to me. I thought about the 
root of this discomfort in a question, “Who gets to speak up for injustice? How? Why?” This led me 
to think about the most insidious forms of invisibility, those of white supremacy, ableism, heterosex-
ism, homophobia, ageism, classism, male dominance, neurotypicality, cis-genderedness, etcetera, et-
cetera. … These forms of invisibility thrive because they remain unquestioned, or discredit those 
who question them. … I think that making these injustices visible is at least half of the process of en-
acting social justice, and is what gives us the authority to call them out. 

Caroline: (In the class), I think some people talked about—I think Tiffany specifically had said that 
she had never considered the dichotomy that I live. And so that was helpful to me to hear that what I 
was saying came through because sometimes I feel that I’m over-explaining or I’m under-explaining. 
Or, I’m not doing a good enough job explaining (what invisibility and hypervisibility feel like) so the 
fact that it came through to me felt good. 

Mary: At the beginning of the semester, I was not sure if, or how, we would accomplish the duoeth-
nographic goal of furthering social justice through praxis. And I appreciate how thoughtful (you ap-
proached the process). You gave feedback to each other with compassion and grace. And I was im-
pressed by how often in your memos you talked to each other… The way that you were constantly 
uplifting each other, and challenging with compassion and grace, is just such great role modeling for 
how we should do this work. (Moving forward with your duoethnographic praxis) each of you have 
to figure out how you’re going to do that on your own. You’re going to have conversations with col-
leagues. You’re going to keep reading. We’re going to keep writing together. That is the heart of 
duoethnographic praxis. So, thank you for coming on this journey with me. 

Key tenets of duoethnography include engaging in reflection, meaning-making, and dialogue with the 
goal of enacting social justice (Norris & Saywer, 2012; Sawyer & Norris, 2013). In this findings sec-
tion, our duoethnographic narrative highlighted our individual and collective currere (Pinar, 1975) 
related to social justice, generally, and invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality, in particular. 
Using duoethnographic praxis, we reflected on our personal and professional enactments of social 
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justice regarding intersectional invisibility and hypervisibility via formal (teaching, supervision, admin-
istrative decisions) and informal (conversations, interpersonal challenges) means. 

DISCUSSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 
While the intent of any duoethnography is not to impose conclusions upon readers (Norris & Saw-
yer, 2012), we do feel compelled to provide closing remarks regarding our process and findings. We 
hope that our paper serves as an impetus for faculty, staff, and students in higher education to ex-
plore the use of duoethnography within their spheres of influence. Duoethnography was an ideal 
method for exploring invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality in higher education because it 
does not examine a phenomenon from a single point of view, but rather presents the experiences of 
multiple individuals (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). Moreover, as Norris and Sawyer (2012) point out, 
duoethnography allows readers the space to enter into conversation, as opposed to simply following 
along a single narrative. As such, it could be an effective strategy for social justice praxis in a variety 
of post-secondary settings such as classrooms, departments, divisions, or student organizations. 

Duoethnographers deeply examine their lived experiences in order to “assist themselves and others 
in better understanding the phenomenon under investigation” (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 13), which 
in this case was invisibility and hypervisibility in higher education. Through our discussions, the ma-
trix of oppression (Collins, 1989; Zinn & Dill, 1996) and intersectionality became evident in the 
unique experiences each of us encountered as doctoral students, faculty, and staff members in four 
different institutions of higher education. Virginia’s status as a mid-level higher education administra-
tor was deliberately unrecognized (by a White mom) and she was thus made invisible in a space 
where she supposedly wields a lot of authority. Maria frequently needs to stop interactions with 
White people until they recognize that they are treating her as if she is invisible when they encroach 
on her personal space. Tiffany’s expertise is often deliberately subjugated (by campus colleagues and 
even her husband) in order for others to find fulfillment in certain conversations. Caroline, as an 
Asian woman, is frequently dismissed altogether as a woman of color. Jude, who arguably holds the 
most privilege based on his appearance combined with his economic status, is often welcomed into 
campus spaces that others are routinely shut out. However, even Jude has occasionally experienced 
invisibility in his career because of his age and position in the university hierarchy. Our duoethno-
graphic narrative, highlighting these rich and unique experiences with intersectionality, invisibility and 
hypervisibility show how salient and interconnected (Byrd et al., 2019) these phenomena are for 
higher educational professionals with varying roles in the university hierarchy. 

Breault (2016) suggests that duoethnographic conversation can be both informational and transfor-
mational. This was certainly the case when Tiffany, in reflecting on Maria’s experiences in the class-
room, came to understand that by responding to the complaints of students who bypass instructors 
of color—an act she had previously believed to be in service to faculty—she was actually undermin-
ing her colleagues in the classroom and contributing to their invisibility and delegitimization of their 
authority within the institution. Just as invisibility can be experienced differently, it can also be pro-
cessed differently by people with different identities. That was the case with this duoethnographic 
project. 

The duoethnographic focus on collective and individual meaning-making (Breault, 2016; Norris & 
Sawyer, 2012) afforded us a research space where we could hold varying perspectives true simultane-
ously. This dual reality is apparent in the juxtaposition of Virginia and Jude’s lived realities. The con-
versation and literature regarding invisibility left Virginia wondering aloud just how high in a campus 
hierarchy she would need to climb in order to have her authority recognized by all stakeholders. She 
is determined to withstand oppressive individual (e.g., parent) and institutional cultures and processes 
that lead to her invisibility on campus. She challenges her own invisibility (and that of her colleagues) 
to set an example for students who look like her. Jude, meanwhile, as a White man having dealt only 
with fleeting instances of invisibility as a professional, was not plagued by such questions about his 
future career path or saddled with a compulsion to carry any burden other than his own. In his re-
flections he was liberated from self-doubt and able to focus on how he can avoid making others feel 



There’s a Human Being Here 

648 

invisible as he ascends to leadership roles. Virginia feels pressure to succeed in higher education be-
cause she fears that if she fails, she may not be blazing a trail for Black women who come after her. 
Jude is unencumbered by such pressures of shared identity and can focus on his own success, with an 
intent on using any power eventually gained by promotion to deinstitutionalize invisibility. The juxta-
position of how these two aspiring administrators in higher education made meaning of invisibility 
and hypervisibility illuminates how strikingly different day-to-day work conditions and power dynam-
ics can be on a college campus for employees of differing intersecting social and professional identi-
ties. Mary’s experiences of being both invisible and hypervisible because of her race, gender, sexual-
ity, and faculty status further illuminates the complexity of intersectionality. 

A couple recommendations emerged from our duoethnographic conversations. One hallmark of 
duoethnography is currere—defined as “an act of self-interrogation in which one reclaims one’s self 
from one’s self as one unpacks and repacks the meanings that one holds” (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 
13). As part of this reflective process, educators must be aware of their own privileges regarding so-
cial identity, education, wealth, and positionality within the organizational structures of higher educa-
tion. Educators must also reflect on how their privileges and implicit biases may affect others gener-
ally and lead to invisibility or hypervisibility in particular. As part of the dialogue process, curerre is 
done in conjunction with co-researchers (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). “Duoethnographers recognize that 
the frames that they hold are inadequate and [conversations with co-researchers] can assist in a re-
conceptualization of self” (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 24). As such, we encourage readers to engage in 
duoethnographic work with colleagues where they engage in self-reflection and hard conversations 
about invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality in higher education. Growth is often an un-
comfortable, non-linear process. Duoethnography is an incredible tool for growth that happens at 
the crossroads of challenge and support (Sanford, 1966). We encourage readers to be open to hard 
conversations, where their actions—even well intentioned—may be criticized. It is often hard to truly 
understand how our actions impact someone else. The duoethnographic process affords an ideal ve-
hicle for robust conversations, challenges to one’s worldview, and subsequent growth. 

We also learned through the duoethnography process how important it is to honor variations in the 
ways co-researchers process and respond to new information. Active listening is as much a part of 
good conversation as any verbal form of participation. We all process new and uncomfortable infor-
mation differently. As such, duoethnographers should assume that co-researchers might be partici-
pating in good faith and at their unique readiness level (Sanford, 1966), even if they remain quiet dur-
ing some of the conversation. 

Higher educators need to create space where colleagues and students do not experience invisibility or 
hypervisibility. For those of us involved in hiring and performance management practices, steps 
should be taken to deinstitutionalize invisibility and hypervisibility of those with minoritized identi-
ties. Whether it be in meetings, search committees, or in the classroom, creating space for everyone 
to thrive is an important step in making higher education more inclusive. For those of us who hold 
positions of power, it is important to listen to, and support, people who hold more precarious posi-
tions (i.e., tenured vs not, senior staff vs new hire)—as they are often the employees who are treated 
as if they are invisible. Educators must constantly take note of who is listened to more during meet-
ings, who is hired or promoted, who is passed over, and who is left out of decision-making pro-
cesses. Higher educators must also be cognizant of, and challenge, hypervisibility (tokenizing, expec-
tations for mentoring/supporting minoritized students, etc.) on campus. Through these daily acts, 
educators can do their part in combating invisibility and hypervisibility in higher education. 

CONCLUSION 
Our study aligns with prior studies that documented invisibility and hypervisibility for university fac-
ulty, staff, and doctoral students from various minoritized social identity groups (Abes & Wallace, 
2018; Cartwright et al., 2009; Constantine et al. 2008; Haynes et al., 2016; Mena & Vaccaro, 2017; Mi-
chael-Makri, 2010; Miles, 2012; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010; Truong et al., 2016).  Our duoethno-
graphic paper adds rich detail to this body of literature in the form of detailed narratives that draw 
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readers into conversations about invisibility, hypervisibility, and intersectionality. Importantly, our 
study highlights the ways invisibility and hypervisibility can differ for university employees based on a 
person’s diverse social identities (e.g., racial, gender, sexual, class, and ability) as well as their profes-
sional status within the university hierarchy. 

Duoethnography models a state of perpetual inquiry (Norris & Sawyer, 2012), and invisibility, hyper-
visibility, and intersectionality in higher education are certainly phenomena worthy of much more in-
terrogation. Norris and Sawyer (2012) suggest that duoethnographies do not end with conclusions 
because they continue to be written by those who read them. More specifically, they contend that 
duoethnographers “present their readers with opportunities for reflective engagement” (Norris & 
Sawyer, 2012, p. 11). As such, we encourage readers to continue conversations about intersectional-
ity, invisibility, and hypervisibility in their spheres of influence in post-secondary education. 
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