
CHAPTER 11

Feminist Storytellers Imagining New Stories
to Tell

Rosa de Nooijer and Lillian Sol Cueva

Introduction

Feminists use a variety of methodologies1 to make women’s lives and
experiences epistemologically, socially and politically relevant. One of
these methodologies is storytelling, which allows for the inclusion of life
histories and personal accounts in research, giving academics the chance
to experiment with different ways of gathering and communicating data.
Storytelling is a customary practice of transmitting histories, knowledges
and cosmologies and has historically been done in various ways. Stories
can be told through dance, drawn on rocks with different colored stones,
told around a fire, written down in books, recorded in podcasts, shown
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in film or shared in comics where text and drawings tend to accompany
each other (Pikola Estés, 2001: 31–39).

For feminist researchers, storytelling is a way to challenge dominant
narratives which erase, oversimplify and universalize women’s voices and
experiences. It is an unconventional way to explore women’s stories and
to expand their possibilities as women tell their own stories in their own
words (Woodiwiss et al., 2017).

It is our purpose to contribute to the discussion about the use of femi-
nist storytelling. This chapter will take us, its writers and readers, to a
dinner, inspired by the creative writing of Lillian, Rosa and other feminist
authors who tell stories. It involves reading, quoting, conspiring, studying
and supporting each other while summoning other feminists to do the
same (Toupin & Spideralex, 2018).

To do this we use creative writing and drawing, which help us to “speak
and inquire differently, [to] provide a different set of data and voices,
and [to] let go of some rigid notions of truth” (Moezzi et al., 2017: 7).
For this chapter, we have chosen the devices of stories and storytelling,
not just because of their scientific value but also because of their artistic,
political and activist capacity to connect people through their tales. The
chapter starts by guiding you through our methodological process, in
which we elaborate how we first envisioned this chapter and its contents,
as well as locating ourselves and sharing from where we write. Then the
chapter continues in the shape of an illustrated story, in an attempt to
search for different intellectual and emotional frameworks. In “Appetite
for Change” we will show you around the dinner and define how we
understand stories. We will also discuss feminist storytelling and its poten-
tial in research and in practice. In “Ultraviolet Woman-Bee”, we will
attempt to see the world we live in and how it is organized from another
perspective. In the conclusion, we will finish the chapter by reflecting on
the characteristics of feminist storytelling and by asking some questions
to keep exploring this methodology in the future.

We hope that this chapter will inspire you to dream of bees dancing in
the sky and sea turtles called by the moon; to imagine worlds in which
women are as free as flying birds. Also, we hope this chapter will trigger a
desire to meet with friends and find connections with strangers, to write
creatively and think of other ways to do “academic work”. Finally, while
doing this we hope you have fun—a lot of fun—and feel excited to stay
with the trouble because ¡Se va a caer, porque lo vamos a tirar! (“It is
going to fall because we are going to tear it down!”).
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Methodology: Imagining

Imagining a chapter together about feminist storytelling started next to
a lake in Italy, in a small village called Bolsena. Here, we were part of a
feminist methodologies summer school in which this book was first envi-
sioned. We were staying at a convent surrounded by nature where we
enjoyed communal spaces, told each other stories, shared food and partic-
ipated in a variety of workshops. Its spirit has not changed, however, the
space in which we have been creating this chapter has been quite different
from where it originally sprouted. We are now in the middle of a world-
wide pandemic which requires us to stay inside our homes as much as
possible.

The Steps

We took different steps to agree on the content of this chapter. First, we
met three times in which we came together to draw, craft, talk, be in
silence and to connect our ideas. We trusted each other to organize the
meetings, their location and the activities that would help us to develop
our ideas and working schedule. We explored what we understand as
stories and storytelling from a feminist perspective. Doing this, we docu-
mented our work and archived it as a way to inform the final writing stage
of crafting this chapter.

During our meetings we agreed that we wanted to write this chapter
together, to prioritize women authors’ voices and to do feminist story-
telling by using a combination of words and more than words. We
committed to take care of each other during the working process,
meaning that we shared and contributed equally, based on the activi-
ties we enjoyed the most. Also, we acknowledged that we are different
in various ways, but just like nature needs biodiversity for the ecosystem
to be healthy, we needed to nurture our differences to work and learn
together.

We soon learned that both of us have been interested in storytelling,
from a young age as a way of getting to know the world and as art form,
additionally we were both using it as research methodology. Moreover, we
realized that we were at different stages of our research, which allowed us
to learn from each other by engaging in a dialogue about our knowledges
and experiences of using storytelling as a methodology. Rosa already used
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storytelling in “The Dinner of Relations”2 and Lillian is currently creating
stories with vendors at traditional marketplaces in Mexico City.

The Writing and the Drawing

This chapter is written based on creative writing, real-life dialogues
between us, the authors, as well as the work of feminist thinkers, activists
and artists. It is co-written and co-edited which implied close listening to
one another, to voice our own opinions and to show mutual respect and
understanding. We decided to use this approach inspired by Ursula K. Le
Guin who said “that every story must make its own rules and obey them”
(Books aren’t just commodities 2018: min. 02:32–02:52). We applied her
advice, not just to the content of our work but also to our collaboration
while making this chapter.

Additionally, this chapter uses drawings. They are not tools to visualize
what we are writing but to complement it, they are stories in and of them-
selves. We do not intend to attach more value to one or the other; both
are equally important for communicating our thoughts and processes, for
making art as well as science and for expressing creatively what words
are unable to express. Illustrations create dimensions and movement,
provide an atmosphere and give a face and emotions to the characters.
Through this graphic form, we hope to offer a creative experience, to
trigger different stimuli and therefore to open up your imagination and
to attract your attention (Sandoval, 2020).

The Positioning

Finally, we write this chapter from a place which cannot be pinpointed on
a map as it is informed by and connected to a variety of places, spaces,
territories and lands in which we are rooted: The Netherlands, Mexico,

2“The Dinner of Relations” is the inspiration for the dinner in this chapter. It was
an imaginary setting created by Rosa for her master’s research. At this dinner, farmers,
loved ones, writers and academics were invited to have a dialogue about food, eating and
relationality at a Dutch farm in a province called de Flevopolder. We (Lillian and Rosa)
were dining there and having a conversation. For this chapter we imagined a similar
setting in which we could share food and our thoughts with each other. We imagine
that, as we nourish ourselves with food, our words and minds are also nourished by the
company and dialogues, making eating together into something that connects us with
each other and our surroundings.
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our bodies and our imagination. We want to occupy the specific geogra-
phies of the imaginary to have a dinner and tell stories together, while
refusing the fortification of the rational ground, the certitude of already
“knowing” where to go with our narratives and the practice of silencing
our voices to hear the “wise” man that rules in Patriarchyland.

Similar to the impossibility to pinpoint one location from which we
write, our thinking is not singular either but the result of many women’s
thoughts (Rowe, 2005: 15). Who we are and what we do is shaped by
women who we love, respect and admire. It is also shaped by the women
whose books, poetry and stories we have read, movies we have watched
and art we have seen. As Aimee Carrillo Rowe (2005) argues, “[t]he
meaning of self is never individual, but a shifting set of relations that
we move in and out of, often without reflection” (3). In this piece in
particular, we are shedding light upon our connection to the words and
work of Octavia E. Butler, Brenda Navarro, Donna Haraway, Ursula K.
Le Guin, Gabriela Cabezón, Gloria Anzaldua, women farmers’ voices, the
women in our families, our ancestras , compañeras and friends, who root
us and teach us. You can see some of them sitting with us at our imaginary
dinner table in one of our drawings.

We know that storytelling is not particular or exclusive to feminism,
rather it is one of the many ways in which phenomena and theories
about the world are described. However, we focus on the work of femi-
nists because we find ourselves in it. It welds us together in alliances “to
transform and narrate [us] who go unrecognized and whose existence is
considered impossible” (Toupin & Spideralex, 2018).

Appetite for Change

Below, we will shift to storytelling to present our own short story. We will
explore what feminist storytelling means to us and illustrate what it might
look like. Now, dear reader, we invite you to come with us to have dinner
and to be part of the conversation. We hope this will be a space to open
the scope of imagination when it comes to seeing possibilities, of actively
engaging with each other in the struggle of challenging the systems we
are all entangled in. Eet smakelijk! (“enjoy your meal!”).
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Conclusion

As we see how storytelling is increasingly used as a methodology in social
sciences research, it is important to deepen the discussion about what
storytelling entails and how it can be done. In this chapter, we have
attempted to reflect on feminist storytelling by looking into what it means
but more importantly by exploring how we can put this methodology into
practice. By attending dinner together, being in dialogue with each other
and drawing, we discussed essential elements of feminist storytelling, how
it can be a useful research tool for feminists to write differently, and which
other ways of listening to and sharing of stories we can use in research.
We also reflected on storytelling as a way to challenge hegemonic narra-
tives which are written based on the idea of objectivity and universality
in science. More so, we pointed out that feminist storytelling might help
feminists to achieve change.

We conclude that storytelling, from a feminist perspective, is neces-
sarily an active and interactive practice that usually includes diverse women
being together. We also established that an essential element while writing
stories, is leaving space for the imagination, which can result in the
creation of new words and therefore new worlds. We found that inter-
weaving a plurality of voices and knowledges can allow us to write our
own stories based on our own terms and rules. In this process of creation,
there are endless possibilities, which we have tried to illustrate in various
ways in this chapter.

Due to its experimental nature, the chapter has put new questions on
the table and opened new doors to keep exploring feminist storytelling.
We wonder “why visuals are important in academic writing, especially
now that we are constantly surrounded by images?” and “how we can
prevent the over exposition of readers to visuals?”. Simultaneously, we
invite researchers who want to use visual arts not to fall into the trap
of treating readers as “incapable of understanding complex thoughts”.
Rather, we hope that they are used to enhance the reflective process and
communication of research findings.

In addition to the already mentioned questions, we would like to know
“how feminist storytelling can be used as a methodology when working
in larger groups?” and “how feminist storytelling can be done when we
are unable to meet people in person?”. These questions are specifically
informed by the current context in which Covid-19 is making it difficult
to meet in person.
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Finally, and needless to say, this chapter has been a learning process for
its authors. What you, as a reader, see in this chapter is only a snapshot of
all the conversations we have had while working on it. We wholeheartedly
enjoyed the process of writing/drawing this chapter together. During this
work, we asked questions, imagined, drew and challenged each other.
While doing all of this, we learned about the complexities of feminist
storytelling as a methodology and we explored how to use visual arts in
research. In our experience, feminist storytelling entails more than just
the act of creating stories and writing them down, it is an interactive,
reflexive and deep process that requires creativity, vulnerability and a will
to maintain a critical and collaborative praxis.
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