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ABSTRACT 
Over the past decade, we have worked alongside storytellers to bring their stories into the 

world. These encounters have been challenging, exciting, and intimate. In this paper, we reflect 

on a digital/multimedia storytelling project in which we engaged with people who have 

experienced weight stigma in fertility, pregnancy, and motherhood care. We use the metaphors 

of story midwifery and surrogacy to describe the methodological-substantive interplay between 

what we do, how we do it, and what emerges in this (un)doing. In this reflexive and methodological 

paper, we engage with the affect and relationality of doing storywork. We reflect on and theorize 

around embeddedness, othering, belonging, power, shame, and joy in research encounters. 

Pragmatically, we consider how relational ethics combine with exhaustion and logistical 

challenges. Finally, we explore the tensions inherent to (co)producing stories at the boundaries of 

neoliberal academic temporalities and structures. 
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We were once called story midwives by an Indigenous colleague, Dr. Kim Anderson 

(Métis). What we do might indeed be likened to midwifery: we work with people who wish to 

bring their stories into the world. We provide helping hands, bringing skills in finessing edits in 

Final Cut Pro and in eliciting stories through writing prompts, sound editing, and free-flowing 

conversations. We sit alongside storytellers as they share details; we glimpse, for a moment 

(however fleeting) the thick and rich fabric of their lives. We assist storytellers in weaving 

together stories from the myriad dialogic, narrative, imaged, kinesthetic and audio fragments 

that make up the fibers of an experience. The level of our involvement varies from storyteller to 

storyteller, person to person, group to group. As with the birthing process, a majority prefer to 

take the lead in assembling their work and experience us “midwives” as creating space and 

possibility for their creative decision-making. Our lives intersect in various ways with those who 

tell stories with us. Sometimes we share a lot, sometimes very little. We never truly know—in an 

embodied way—their lives. But we catch snippets, folds, textures, and we help them come forth, 

we help them draw breath. 

We do this as a part of our research, which for us is forever entwined in our practices of 

being in the world. Recognizing that as interest in storytelling spreads, it has taken on an 

individualizing, depoliticizing edge, we work with stakeholders to co-design video-making 

workshops that attend carefully and explicitly to the political processes and systemic inequalities 

that often invisibly shape their (and our) stories and lives (Rice, 2020). In these co-constructed 

digital/multimedia storytelling spaces, we explicitly slow down sense-making processes, inviting 

storytellers to linger in the sensations, affects, meanings, significances, and impacts of 
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experiences in their video creation (Rice et al, under review). As such, our workshops become 

time out of time and we often experience moving between these time/spaces and the neoliberal 

logics of academe as confronting and jarring (Rice, LaMarre, Changfoot & Douglas, 2020; Rice & 

Mündel, 2019). We have grappled with and negotiated representation (Rice et al., 2015; Rice, 

Pendleton Jiménez, et al., 2020), futurities (Changfoot et al., 2021; Rice et al., 2017), accessibility 

(Rice & Mündel, 2019), technology (Rice et al., 2018), white supremacy (Rice, Dion, Fowlie & 

Breen, 2020), decoloniality (Rice, Dion, Mündel, & Fowlie, 2020) and ways of disrupting dominant 

narratives through storytelling praxis (Rice & Mündel, 2018). Over the years, we have developed 

ways of doing and being in our story-work; and yet, each digital/multimedia storytelling 

encounter retains its own “flavor” and set of constraints and possibilities. We approach this work 

with an ethic of mutuality and reciprocity characteristic of arts-based, community-engaged, and 

participatory action-oriented work (e.g. Israel et al., 1998; Rice, Cook & Bailey, 2020). In this work, 

we give of our “selves” (our energies, embodied presences, affective planes) and simultaneously 

recognize fundamental inequities that crystallize “researcher”/”participant” divides (Limes-Taylor 

Henderson & Esposito, 2019). We also register and work to make sense of our bodily sensations, 

which Ahmed (2017) describes as our first clues to the injustices that surface through experiences 

of being ill-at-ease in the world. The work we do is an always unfinished doing and undoing of 

those selves, along with the power relationships, creativity, constraints, and degrees of freedom 

that continuously reshape the fields that we enter.  

In this article, we delve into one of our methodological explorations in arts-based 

“storywork”, to borrow Stó:lo researcher Jo-Anne Archibald’s potent term (2008). We use 

metaphors of story midwifery and surrogacy to describe the methodological-substantive 

interplay between what we do, how we do it, and what emerges in this (un)doing. We recognize 

that our subjectivities are part of the work and contend with the mutual impact of story-making 



 4 

and the ways in which it continues to challenge us to stretch ourselves beyond the container of 

academia—and at times, beyond the containers of our bodies (Battersby, 1998). Chadwick (2021) 

invites feminist scholars to engage with the “politics of discomfort” and with uncertainty, doing 

away with overly polished and glossy narratives that too often characterize social science 

scholarship. She writes:  

“[O]ur feelings and sensory or gut responses are not extraneous noise or individual 

matters but need to be recognised, as part of feminist methodological and affective 

praxis, as critical folds for thinking about the interpenetrations of sociomateriality, ethics 

and emotions in knowledge production processes. This means working with discomfort 

instead of trying to smooth over or ‘iron out’ that which does not make easy or 

comfortable sense” (p. 14) 

Our work is uncomfortable—we work through and reflect on epistemic uncertainty and 

aim not to overcome our discomfort but to push into it (Chadwick, 2021; Rice, Bailey & Cook, 

2021; Sholock, 2012). In so doing, we invite other researchers contemplating similarly engaged, 

artful work to join us in thinking and feeling through the research process. The politics of 

discomfort and dilemmas of relational ethics are certainly not unique to digital storytelling or 

even to arts-based research (see for example Jackson, 2021). Writing about the broader field of 

community-engaged and participatory research, Glass and Newman (2015) note that “epistemic 

and ethical dimensions of research are entangled with one another” (p. 24). While these 

entanglements show up across research contexts, digital storytelling provides a rich context for 

exploring dynamics of relationality, ethics, and representation (Gubrium et al., 2014; Lizarazo et 

al., 2017). These particularities were especially evident in the tender spaces exposed by this 

specific digital storytelling frame in which storytellers sought to reveal fertile truths about 

reproduction. 
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The project we focus on here was part of a 3-year, multi-university, Canadian study on 

weight stigma in fertility and pregnancy care, called Reproducing Stigma. Reproducing Stigma 

included interviews and policy analysis, but we focus our article on the digital/multimedia 

storytelling component of the research. We describe who we are in relation to this work, how that 

impacted our methodological choices, the ways in which we enacted a collaborative approach in 

our interactions with participants, and the constraints and possibilities of digital/multimedia 

storytelling in this context. These aspects operated within the framework of intimate encounters 

with people and stories, enacted relationally and in and out of the “typical” containers and 

frameworks which typically bound (and bind) academic research. We analyse how, as we steered 

the project, we encountered epistemic and relational ethical challenges, including the blurring of 

boundaries, recruitment challenges, navigating our role in the telling of stories, and issues of 

representation noted elsewhere in the digital storytelling literature (Gubrium et al., 2014). 

Likewise, we found ourselves negotiating ideas about community and relationships in facilitating 

the telling of untold stories (Lizarazo et al., 2017). Overall, we demonstrate how we navigated this 

experience in relation—to ourselves, to each other, to storytellers, and to broader social and 

institutional structures. While our challenges are specific to this project, the lessons we have 

learned have applicability beyond this specific context and have informed our subsequent work. 

We share these experiences in an attempt to reflect on the myriad tensions and delicious 

possibilities which are inherent in this type of work. 

In crafting this paper, we stumbled over how we might write in/with the affect that 

thinking and writing about this project stirs for us all. We have formed what might be classified as 

a “research team”—and we do not dispute the power that this has imparted upon us—but our 

relationships have taken on shades of kinship that are unaccounted for in dominant ways of 

configuring academic research. After grappling with how to achieve academic “legitimacy” we 
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concluded that we cannot talk about stories without telling our own. To puzzle out the fabric of 

our relational research configurations, we decided to meet via Zoom and discuss our experiences. 

What took place was a richly textured and wide-ranging conversation about (not) mothering, 

resistance, “failing,” participating, being, and even joy with the sometimes unfinished “products” 

and processes of storytelling. Throughout this paper, we interject quotes from this conversation 

to crystallize and clarify our reflections.  

DIGITAL/MULTIMEDIA STORYTELLING 
For close to 10 years, Re•Vision: The Centre for Art and Social Justice has facilitated 

workshops in the digital/multimedia storytelling space, first as Re•Vision, a funded multi-media 

laboratory and now as an established centre at the University of Guelph (Ontario, Canada). 

Re•Vision holds the values of co-creation, flexible and collaborative story-making, and social 

justice arts-based research praxis at its core. Workshops run through Re•Vision and its 

predecessors have explored topics ranging from disability and difference, to Indigeneity and 

education, to fatness, eating disorders recovery, and other eating-and-body-related experiences, 

to neurodiversity and beyond. What these workshops share is a commitment to unpacking and 

speaking back to dominant representations and to engaging deeply with those in the 

communities involved. Nearly always, we assemble research teams of embedded researchers—

often, those who are both “researchers” by the classical definition and people with lived 

experiences pertinent to the research questions. Elsewhere, this orientation to research has been 

termed “insider” (e.g. Kirpitchenko & Voloder, 2014). This kind of research is not without 

potential pitfalls, including the risk that participants will share more than they might otherwise 

with a researcher who they sense might “get it” (Brown, 2018). It also does not undo the power 

dynamics inherent to research relationships (Jackson, 2021). With this in mind, we work to ensure 

ongoing consent, respect for different desires for privacy and representation, and different levels 
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of engagement with “researchers” and other storytellers in our workshops (Gubrium et al., 2014; 

Rice et al., 2017). By and large, we have found that this approach generates both effective 

“outcomes” (e.g. stories that have helped to change attitudes, practices, affects—and even, on 

certain projects, policy) and builds lasting relationships amongst storytellers. Storying 

experiences with those who “get it” has often led to researcher/storytellers feeling validated, 

understood, and deeply, fully seen.  

Re•Vision’s work builds on the model put forward by the StoryCenter (formerly the Center 

for Digital Storytelling) in California, which follows a series of steps from story circle (where 

participants share and discuss their stories collectively) through to hands-on technology work and 

culminates in a collective screening (Lambert, 2010). Over the years, Re•Vision has worked 

through many ways of revamping this method for the varied and multiple contexts in which we 

work—and for the people with whom we work. A decade into our storywork, we have developed 

our own method (both method and anti-method) or more precisely, “guide” for working; 

importantly, we take an emergent and processual approach to digital/multimedia storytelling 

(see Rice, Bailey and Cook, 2021; Rice, 2020; and Rice & Mündel, 2018, 2019 for details). It would 

be antithetical to our collaborative, participatory approach to impose uniform structures on what 

we do—indeed, ethical digital storytelling involves continual and ongoing exploration of 

respectful practice with participants and communities (Gubrium et al., 2014). For this reason, 

when we say “guide” we do not mean a strict process involving a set of necessary or linear steps 

but rather a loosely-sketched out process designed to accompany-assist storytellers and story 

researchers in their creative adventures. We liken this loose process to a pliable, open-ended 

container, which researchers can manipulate, and wherein storytellers might find enough 

freedom to work and play.  
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The act of writing an article about “our process” feels, in some ways, risky. We would hate 

for our words to be taken as imperatives for action. The research process, to us, is always 

embedded in and informed by our lifeworlds and those of our participants. Thus, while we set out 

some broad parameters for the work we do, here and elsewhere, our primary “advice” to those 

embarking on similar work is to envision each methodological encounter as a unique moment in 

which to consider commitments—as researchers, as participants, as people—to the work, aims, 

approaches, processes, and “outcomes” anew. This is messy work—it is affective, relational, 

viscerally embodied, embedded in worlds not entirely of our own making. It requires thoughtful 

thinking-through of power, relationships, time, and space.   

The project we describe represents one example of the ways in which who we are, who our 

“participants” are, and the socio-relational and power dynamics of the “topic” at hand have 

impacted how we work with participants—and, indeed, the resultant stories. Our hope is that this 

reflection will provide inspiration for attuned and engaged work with participants, rather than a 

strict formula to follow. We invite readers to view our approach to process as an invitation to 

improvise, to think and feel with and through, rather than as an imperative to replicate. 

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND PROCESSES 
Reproducing Stigma came into our orbit in September 2014. At this time, Carla Rice joined 

the team of Co-Principal Investigators on this project, who were working through ways of 

exploring tensions related to weight stigma in fertility and pregnancy care. The project had three 

sites across Canada (Manitoba, led by Dr. Deborah McPhail, Quebec, led by Dr. Genevieve Rail, 

and Ontario, led by Rice) and involved interviews, policy analysis, and digital storytelling. This 

work was initiated by McPhail at the University of Manitoba, partly in response to 2012 policy 

debates among fertility and obstetrical specialists in Canada around body mass index (BMI) 
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cutoffs for fertility care. One side of this polarized national discourse around weight and access to 

fertility staunchly promoted the view that those in larger bodies should not be able to access 

medical technologies that would assist in conception. Further, anecdotal and, increasingly, 

research knowledge was growing around the ways in which weight stigma did not end at access 

to fertility treatment (e.g., Bombak et al., 2016; Friedman, et al., 2020; Parker, 2014, 2017; Parker 

& Pausé, 2018, 2019; Ward & McPhail, 2019). People were reporting experiencing significant bias 

from medical practitioners throughout pregnancy care; thus, Reproducing Stigma was born, and 

aimed to explore and address these experiences in Canada. Throughout the life of the research, 

there was increasing medical recognition of the adverse implications of weight stigma for 

pregnancy health; however, obstetrical and fertility specialists have continued to debate about 

BMI cutoffs for fertility and pregnancy care; and professional guidelines have led to Bandaid 

solutions for uncertainty within “obesity science” about the health risks of high BMI for 

conception and pregnancy (Friedman et al., 2020; Mahutte et al., 2018).  

The first author of this article, Dr. Andrea LaMarre, was beginning her PhD when she 

joined the project as manager for the Ontario site. While her own research had been focused on 

eating disorders and recovery, she was interested in managing a project that was adjacent to her 

work and that more explicitly integrated weight stigma into analyses. Together with Rice and 

McPhail, Andrea developed the Ontario arm of the research, and, after seeking and obtaining 

ethical approval across all study sites, began to recruit and interview participants.  

RECRUITMENT FUMBLES AND FLOWS  
Recruitment has been described elsewhere as “unseen work” (Miller, 2017) and can be 

ethically messy and complex, tied up in dynamics of power and relationships (Jackson, 2021). We 

experienced significant recruitment challenges in this study; in particular, we struggled to recruit 

people who did not embody dominant white, middle class, non-disabled, and heteronormative 
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positions. We hired an assistant to visit community groups to talk about the project, advertised 

the study on list serves and in online media, and reached out to everyone we knew and many 

people we did not know working in midwifery and fertility care contexts. Still, we ended up 

speaking to only 17 people, and most of these were white, middle class, cis women in their mid-

thirties. While there were many possible reasons for this narrow demographic pool, it was not lost 

on us that specific bodies had access to, and were comfortable sharing, information at the 

intersection of weight stigma and reproductive and fertility issues. Gubrium et al. (2014) describe 

the “fine balance between protecting individuals who are in the midst of trauma from further 

harm and patronizing potential participants through exclusion” (p. e2) in recruitment processes 

for digital storytelling. We, too, encountered this fine balance in our efforts to engage with 

participants who occupied various spaces of othering and belonging—including those who might 

not have had access to spaces and places where their voices were heard as expert testimony 

(Glass & Newman, 2015).  

Around this time, we began to wonder whether our lack of embeddedness in these 

communities was impacting our efforts to reach out to and build community with prospective 

participants. Being an “outsider” can, at times, be a helpful position that enables people to open 

up about their experiences in the context of a confidential, dedicated encounter (Couture et al., 

2012; Jackson, 2021). However, and perhaps particularly because of the time- and emotion-

intensive nature of digital storytelling encounters (Lizarazo et al., 2017), we found that our initial 

disconnectedness from the communities we sought to work with presented a barrier. Contrasting 

to our previous experiences with “insider research,” we found ourselves grappling with different 

concerns in this project. These concerns intensified when we completed interviews and moved to 

the next phase of the study, digital storytelling. 
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Once we had completed interviews, we contacted those who had participated to see if 

they wanted to join in digital/multimedia storytelling. While many were interested in the idea of 

the workshop, most indicated that participation would be nearly impossible given their childcare 

situations, geographic location, or other logistical and relational challenges. In relation to these 

concerns, we explored different options for the workshop to “flex” the “typical” 2-to-4 day 

intensive model we had followed in the past, suggesting a story circle at a time prior to the main 

work. We had two participants attend the story circle; we worked with one of them to create a 

story on a subsequent day. Following this, however, communications dropped off with the 

person, leading to their story remaining unfinished. After several attempts to check in with them 

elicited no response, we elected to stop reaching out, taking continued non-response as an 

indication of not desiring to engage further with the project. In that moment, the project felt like 

a failure, and the sense of incompleteness echoed through Andrea’s construction of self as 

emerging researcher. Andrea felt sadness and deep shame around the potential that in bearing 

witness to traumatic events distant from her own experiences she was “holidaying in someone’s 

misery” (Guimaraes, 2007 cited in Womersley, Maw & Swartz, 2011, p. 880). 

The “failed attempts” to connect with participants around storytelling were laden with 

affect—these unborn films continue to haunt, spectres of sudden relationship disjunctures. 

Rather than simply being “participant attrition,” these departures from the research flow sit in a 

place abstracted from any procedural form or process:  

[E]very time I think and talk about it, it brings up so much emotion for me. […] there were 

things that were left undone or unfinished or unsaid [...] Things just felt like they were left 

hanging […] I still feel unsettled about the before and then how that lies in relation to the 

after. (Andrea) 
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Such experiences of unsettledness can be particularly intense for early career researchers, 

who may fear how such “failures” will be interpreted by others (Jackson, 2021). While Andrea 

reached out for supervisory support, she continued to feel unsettled and destabilized. From a 

supervisor and project lead perspective, Carla felt waves of pressures to “deliver” stories and the 

possibility of admitting failure and thus disappointing colleagues whom she respected. These 

pressures spiked and ebbed across multiple and competing demands of her job, including leading 

grant applications, maintaining research projects, and managing staff. These pushes and pulls 

meant she could not easily jump into the “deep end” of recruiting or organizing for Reproducing 

Stigma workshops with Andrea.  

At this point, we began to feel discouraged about the possibility of digital/multimedia 

storytelling with project participants. Was this a method that just could not work with this group? 

Were the topics too emotionally charged? Were participants still blaming themselves for some of 

the harms they encountered at the hands of healthcare providers, as some had indicated in the 

interviews? Were the logistics simply too challenging to navigate? And flowing from our failed 

starts, were we the right people to run this research project? Like Lizazaro et al. (2017), we were 

troubled by questions about the appropriateness of digital storytelling methods with the loosely 

defined “community” with whom we sought to work. 

We held a group meeting where we discussed different avenues forward; at the meeting, 

we considered collective storytelling, the creation of another arts-based output, or abandoning 

the digital/multimedia storytelling work. In the end, we decided to consult with a colleague whose 

lived and professional experiences more closely aligned with participants than either Carla’s or 

Andrea’s: Dr. May Friedman. May joined the team of co-investigators and began to ask critical 

questions about the work and how we were going about it. She challenged us to think about with 

whom and how we were going about our work. 
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OUR RELATIONAL CONFIGURATIONS: EMBODYING, RESISTING, AND 

LANGUAGING “MOTHER” 
As a group, we live in relation to this research in varied ways relevant to storywork on 

conception and care, so we take time to explore some of them here. These centre around 

non/belonging and being called into the role of mother, the failure of language to articulate 

relationship configurations, and the affective resonance of working in these spaces. We explore 

some themes to ground our reflections; these are: Entangled relationalities; Intimate research; 

Reflections on home and intimacy; Carrying stories around; and Collaboration and confronting 

ourselves. 

ENTANGLED RELATIONALITIES 
We present our relational entanglements to demonstrate the layered ways in which 

embodiment, affect, and power shape and are shaped by “research team” relationships and 

“researcher-participant” relationships. These reflections are both deeply personal and indicative 

of the ways that bodies and worlds collide in research practice. While specific to the context of 

this research, our reflections may also act as a pathway for working through feminist knowledge 

making (Puwar, 2004) and embodied reflexivity (Burns, 2006; Rice, 2009). 

At the time of the work Andrea was experiencing ongoing hormonal issues, chasing down 

an elusive reason for hormonal disruption she experienced her entire adult life. Andrea is—and 

was at the time—a young (25 at the time, 32 presently), white, cis-gender woman living in a thin 

body, with no children. Perhaps more than any other research project, this experience brought 

Andrea into confrontation with the raw emotion of weight stigma and the power that weight 

stigmatizing discourses hold in the world. From the first interview, she reflected on the embodied 

challenge and charge of doing this work. Burns (2006) explores that which is “extra-discursive” in 

research encounters, encouraging researchers to take account of how embodiment impacts and 
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is impacted by research processes. Like Burns, Andrea aimed “to co-operate in the negotiation of 

different ways of meaning making” (p. 7) that participants engaged in about and through their 

bodies. However, the impact of her embodiment on the research process could not be neutral and 

came into the room in both subtle and explicit ways. In one instance, a participant specifically 

named Andrea’s size as being like that of those who had stigmatized them throughout their 

journey. While most often the impact of her body was less explicit, confronting the experience of 

embodying slimness while researching weight stigma shaped Andrea’s embodied experiences 

and led to affective resonances as well, including shame, fear, confusion, and sadness. As a novice 

researcher, she also did not always lean on the support available to her: 

I was coming up against things that were challenging me, but I almost didn't want to ask for 

mothering or nurturing through the process because I felt that I should have already known 

how to manage those things or I myself needed to be able to hold them without seeking that 

support like, I was almost doing like, a rebellious child thing. I guess in some ways, you know, 

‘I can do this all on my own. I don't need support or help’. (Andrea) 

Carla, who was Andrea’s supervisor at the time—both for her doctoral work as well as for 

this project—reflected on how feeling “at a loss” herself—and the affective resonance of what this 

“failure” meant to her: 

The truth is I don't know that I would have been able to help you because it was one of the 

things that we both needed help around. Fertility care and mothering were not experiences 

that I could relate to personally. I exhausted all the ways that I felt we could recruit for the 

workshops and I didn't know how to generate new avenues to engage these communities. So, 

I felt at a loss. In some ways, it was a moment of failed mothering. (Carla) 
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Reflecting on this project surfaces the affective resonances of supervisor/supervisee 

relationships, and the different ways in which being a part of this relationship calls mothering—

and resistances to or “failures of” mothering—in.  

Carla came into Reproducing Stigma bringing richly nuanced professional and political 

experiences as a fat activist and therapist who worked with stories of weight distress and 

mobilized feminist narrative methods to support fat women, both mothers and non-mothers, in 

rewriting cultural scripts. In other less invisible ways, however, this research was a poor fit: 

although Carla had long identified as queer, fat and white, she often referred to herself as a “non-

mother” who refused mothering as a way of resisting patriarchy and heteronormativity. Joining 

the research team with this positioning was further complicated by her coinciding marriage to a 

Two-Spirit woman and entry into an extended family of Indigenous children and kin, which 

brought to the fore fraught issues of mothering and identity. Though she had never given birth, 

she suddenly landed in a complex set of relationships with the category “mother”: as a once 

working-class woman, she had invested in pursuing higher education over having children as a 

ticket out of working class lifeways; now in peri-menopause and parenting (friending? guiding?) 

three adolescent/adult step children whilst working on pregnancy-related research, she 

experienced waves of sadness, grief and remorse about her constrained “choice” to non-mother. 

The histories and legacies of these relationships with their affective pulls and pushes—of refusal, 

of uncertainty, of ambiguity—added to the complications of conducting research around an issue 

she did not intimately know: and for her, this turned Reproducing Stigma into a charged and 

sometimes fraught research space.  

I experienced somewhat of a fractious relationship with this topic […] I was called upon all the 

time to perform mother and for complex reasons […] I did not want to be a mother, so being 

called upon to mother after having made a firm decision that I wasn't going to mother was a 
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push and pull experience. It was an uncomfortable experience that stirred up anger rooted in 

the feeling of regulation and the feeling “I have to do this.” I have to perform this role and, the 

way that I could understand it was like the impossibility of (not) mothering, there was no 

space to (not) mother. (Carla) 

Both Andrea and Carla reflected on how this project brought to the fore a different set of 

relational dynamics than they typically felt in their work together. For Carla, the bracketing of 

“not” before mothering highlighted the impossibility of being a “good mother” according to 

cultural scripts that make as their key criteria the contradictory imperatives of self-sacrifice and 

self-possession; and the “not” also put focus on the impossibility of refusing motherhood for 

adult-moving-into-middle-age cisgender women who wield authority in positions of institutional 

power. At times, this double impossibility doubled her feelings of failure (at mothering and at 

refusing mothering in her relationship with Andrea) and generated contradictory impulses (to do 

better with and for Andrea; to let go of control) for which she had no resolution or even language 

to describe. 

Surfacing and naming these relational patterns sprung from the uncharted territory of, as 

Ahmed (2017) so beautifully puts it, “living a feminist life”. Given their uneven situatededness as 

mentor and mentee in an academic context, for Carla and Andrea this entailed, albeit in different 

ways, the work of becoming researchers, otherwise—feminist knowledge makers, historical and 

conceptual “space invaders”/status quo disruptors (Puwar, 2004 cited in Ahmed, 2017, p. 9), 

straddlers of fractured feminist and non-feminist worlds that somehow need to be mended and 

remade. For Carla, this further complicated the double bind of (not) mothering, conjuring up as it 

did the homophonic “knot” of mothering—the affective knot that surrounds (not) mothering in 

woman-coded relationships. Being and becoming researchers within and beyond the confines of 

neoliberal academia in post-feminist times surfaced unevenly distributed and differently felt 
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affective intensities which, as Brunila and Valero (2018) articulate, “can mean excitement, 

satisfaction, pride when getting it ‘right.’ But also feelings of shame, frustration, stress, 

loneliness, uncertainty, devastation, and betrayal” (p. 83-84). Desire, anxiety, frustration, fear, 

discouragement and at times, joy and validation threaded their way through our exchanges 

around the project, cutting across the entangled relationalities that lived beneath the surface of 

their “official” advisor and advisee roles.  

In the midst of this affective stew, Andrea and Carla made the decision to bring a new 

person into the mix. May brought lived and professional experiences into the team that gave 

insight into how the storywork might be configured in a way that could work for storytellers. She 

was embedded in communities of parents who had experienced weight stigma throughout their 

journeys. On the one hand, May’s experiences as a fat, brown mother allowed her to consider 

some of the emotional and pragmatic limitations to the storytelling methods that had been 

enacted in the past. On the other, her own relationship with the material, while fruitful, was also 

fraught.  Like Andrea and Carla, May’s experience overall was immensely nourishing, but not 

uncomplicated, in terms of both May’s individual experiences with the project and her shared 

experiences with other storytellers.  

May reflected on coming into the project after having been a part of a prior 

digital/multimedia storytelling project where expectations for engagement rubbed up against her 

caregiving role. She shared her entangled experiences of being called to mother in and outside of 

academic spaces: 

I don't know that I could have articulated this prior to this project, but certainly in many parts 

of my life, motherhood has been an impediment to going through the world in a normative 

way. For me, race is tied up in that too, how being the caregiving person for people who are 
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not my children feels complicated. And so digital storytelling is one of the places where I felt 

that bumpiness. (May) 

Because she had experienced the “bumpiness” of digital/multimedia storytelling as a 

researcher-participant in a previous project, May brought a lens to this work that enabled 

different ways of doing and being: 

There was something quite healing, being able to come to this project and redraw all the 

rules. And I do think that that was part of the appeal for me. I was sort of getting an 

opportunity to address a methodology in a different kind of way that had denied me 

something in the past and to be able to reframe it in a way that foregrounded the kind of 

access that I had missed, not in a finger pointing way, just in a like, whooo, this is fun. I get to 

do this, you know, in this specific way. (May) 

As the project gained traction, we asked Hannah Fowlie to participate as a 

digital/multimedia storytelling facilitator, and as a mother whose pregnancy was troubled by “fat 

talk” while suffering gestational hypertension, followed by a traumatic postpartum experience 

that included breast-feeding challenges and terrifying conversations about the possible 

“downward spiral” of her baby. She, too, wondered about her close relationship to the material 

and the possible emotional outcomes for herself and storytellers. Reflecting on the start of her 

involvement, Hannah shared her experiences of coming into the project while we were grappling 

with how to move forward through the sticky, thick affective flows that congealed around this 

work: 

I remember a moment when one of the storytellers was talking about her fatness, her body, 

how she felt the doctor was communicating to her that her body was doing harm to her 

unborn child… I remember thinking about that and just how visceral, how down to your core, 
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like you who you are, your makeup, your identity is, is harmful. I think that might have been, 

just going back to what you're saying about this sense of failure… coming in at that point, it 

was just so hot, like it was so hot, and even myself thinking back to how I was constructed 

when I was pregnant and the things that happened. There was something so incredibly 

emotional that we couldn't, we couldn't get a handle on, and I remember the relief I felt when 

May came on board and then meeting all these incredible women and, but you know still, like, 

I have questions about fatness, and the role it played in their lives and the conversations we 

had about it, and some of the narrativs of the stories of success and all of that.  

In describing the moment as “hot,” Hannah hones in on the affective space this project 

took up—and continues to take up—for those of us who have been involved in it. Her reflection 

also underscores the ways in which continuing to build relationships and reconfiguring the 

project, including asking May to become involved, became crucial for moving forward. 

INTIMATE RESEARCH 
Evidently, pregnancy, seeking to become pregnant, birthing, and parenting can be fraught 

embodied experiences. Asking participants to unearth sometimes decades-old experiences of 

pregnancy and fertility care while engaging with technology and creating art is, without a doubt, 

a huge ask. Working with new, emerging, or even “non-existent” communities around 

experiences thick with emotion requires thoughtful consideration of the ethical dimensions of 

doing digital storywork (Lizazardo et al., 2017). Given our previous relational fractures and 

tensions arising through this viscous “research project,” we felt that it was particularly important 

to reimagine our “usual” approach. We thus engaged with participants individually and 

collectively to generate relational and logistical parameters that worked within the contexts of 

their lives. This led to a significant slowing down of the process, something that both invited deep 

connection and allowed for thick reflection. 
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Each new storytelling relationship began with personal outreach from May, inviting 

participants to engage in a story-making process that would explore bodies and birth. In our 

original outreach materials, we had been required by an ethics board to use terms like “obesity” 

and “overweight,” which automatically made the research inaccessible to some who distanced 

themselves from these notions. This piece of procedural ethics protocol lay in uneasy relationship 

to the relational and situated ethics that digital storytelling projects invite (Gubrium et al., 2014). 

To bring back in the relational, May worked individually with each prospective storyteller to 

explore—and name—their embodied and embedded experiences, typically outside of this 

discursive frame (Burns, 2006). She met with eight storytellers to understand and to centre what 

they wished to talk about1. Using a series of prompts, May sat with each storyteller, usually in their 

own home, for several hours, engaging in free-flowing conversation about project themes. Tears 

and laughter, the cries of unsettled babies and toddlers, food and drink punctuated these 

sessions. While arguably unrecognizable as traditional “research”, these sessions generated 

copious material. May, taking loose notes, including specific key comments or articulations that 

might anchor the storytellers’ videos, shared these materials and supported storytellers, after the 

sessions, in developing a loose script. Following from this, we held a group story circle wherein 

storytellers came together, in May’s home, to share their experiences and the stories they wished 

to tell. As a result, the process responded to the specific individual needs of storytellers while also 

knitting together community, and this wasn’t always easy. 

We always say this is intimate work, but this upped the ante in terms of that…  it's similar to 

the way that motherhood is presented as just rosy and nice and romanticized and optimistic 

and always good. This is not always good. This is hard, intimate, gut churning work. And so, 

 

1 May also created her own story, working with Hannah and Andrea. 
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it is going to bring up big feelings for us and for participants and it is going to be complicated. 

(May) 

May’s reflections speak to the interweaving of relationalities that continued throughout 

this project—in encounters with participants, each other, and ourselves. What is “complicated” 

about this work is not simply the logistics of recruitment and data collection but the heavy and 

saturated affect swirling around these research encounters.  

After story circle, May, Andrea, and Hannah worked with participants to arrange for 

further development of the story and its audio and visual components. Over the subsequent 

months, they went to storytellers’ houses and/or had storytellers to their houses (in Hannah and 

May’s cases) to work up stories, sometimes accompanied by other Re•Vision facilitators to do 

videography and photographic work. Often, the work occurred over several return visits, 

sometimes with facilitator edits in between and accompanying virtual communication.  

Once storytellers were (at least mostly) satisfied with their stories, we held a screening at 

which all shared their videos. We held space for debriefing following the screening. This was a 

long and emotional evening of laying bare. Nearly all storytellers noted, however, how important 

this time felt, and how the process brought them into a different relationship with their stories, 

and sometimes with their bodies. In this rich and fertile evening of sharing, storytellers built 

connection with one another through receiving each other’s stories with care.  

In the following months, group members expressed a desire to continue gathering. We 

have shared the videos across multiple spaces including film festivals and conferences, at 

trainings and as part of keynote presentations, with notable presentations being delivered to the 

Western University’s School of Medicine, Canadian Association of Midwives’ Annual Conference, 

Simone de Beauvoir Institute at Concordia University, and the conference of the Motherhood 
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Initiative for Research and Community Involvement; and in addition, many of screenings included 

the filmmakers providing talkbacks about their experiences of project participation. Hannah, 

May, Andrea, and Carla were involved in these screenings and felt embedded in this community 

to greater or lesser degrees. While all encounters held a flavor of intimacy, the ways in which we 

navigated these varied public engagements with dissemination wasn’t always straightforward. 

REFLECTIONS ON HOME AND INTIMACY 
In prior iterations of Re•Vision storywork, we have worked individually with storytellers, 

but there was something unique about our engagement with these storytellers that informed not 

only our reflections on methods but also infused the stories themselves: we did this work in 

homes2. The group of people with whom we were working preferred to do storywork in spaces 

that were comfortable to them and in which they lived their family lives. Because of this, we 

scheduled times to go to participants’ houses and work on their stories with them. While this 

context lives outside of traditional understandings of what constitutes an “appropriate” research 

space, it was emblematic of the lives of many of the storytellers, particularly those with young 

children. For many, their identities as agentic adults and their experiences as parents and 

caregivers were blurred to the point of becoming indistinguishable—to hive themselves off into 

public and private modes was antithetical to their lived experiences. 

Working in participants’ homes felt markedly different from working in the more 

institutional settings in which digital/multimedia storywork often plays out. Doing storywork in 

people’s home-spaces presents opportunity for meaningful objects to move into the research 

assemblage, vitalizing research encounters in a way that would not be possible in other settings 

(Waycott et al., 2016). The capacity for makers to document their living spaces, to unearth a 

 

2 We conducted this work several years before the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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meaningful artefact on a whim, to present cherished food, generated resonances in research 

relationships and in the stories themselves.  

…even to just go into someone's home like, it starts when you take off your shoes right? Like, I 

would take off my shoes and I’d feel different. I'm like, okay, my shoes are off and I'm in 

someone's home and then the relationship like, if there were men in the picture-- husbands 

and children on the periphery and we were going into a room and then, you know, there's just 

like this sort of teenage feeling about hiding out with this woman in a room, making a movie. 

(Hannah) 

Some stories feature scenes familiar to participants – from kitchens to living rooms to 

local streetscapes to neighbourhood parks; in other cases, working in homes allowed for the 

spontaneous inclusion of artifacts not considered before. Whereas in workshops run in university 

settings, participants would generally bring along some archival footage and photographs to 

include in their stories, here storytellers thought about what they might include as they created. 

We found ourselves rummaging through books of photos with participants; and we looked for 

places to scan photos in good light. We became a part of an active archival exercise, seeing not 

only which photos storytellers chose to include but also the reasons why certain photos stood out 

to them.   

Storytellers often offered to feed us; we joined in meals with them and learned more 

about their lives. As we developed research “outputs” we grew in our knowledge of participants 

as people in the world. These slippages were intentional and inevitable: for example, May’s video 

centres on visuals of her baking a cake as she told her story; after the filming was complete, May, 

in the role of storyteller, and we, in the roles of artist supports and technical facilitators, ate that 

cake. As in much digital/multimedia storytelling work, we found that we were called into a 
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relational ethic of caring that exceeds procedural ethics (Rice, LaMarre & Mykitiuk, 2018). We 

spent extended time with participants thinking through their story construction in spaces that 

they deemed comfortable and familiar—given that “domestic spaces can be revealing” (Waycott 

et al., 2016, p. 241) and participants might hold varied and contradictory desires about sharing 

glimpses of their home spaces in their videos, spending time together enabled conversations 

about what, how, and how much they wanted to share. We also screened the stories in a home 

setting, bringing the group back together for bagels and conversation. As the project stretched 

across space and time, we grew in our appreciation for storytellers’ deep involvement  in a 

process that entailed both emotional and logistical arranging.  

CARRYING STORIES AROUND 
Through spending extended periods of time with storytellers, personal feelings of 

buoyancy and hope came to affirm our belief that stories are not solely personal, they contribute 

to our collective well-being; our stories help one another (Denborough, 2008). Hannah noted that 

she found herself carrying stories around, thinking back on them, ruminating on certain themes 

again and again. She was humbled and moved by stories that were both painful, horribly sad, yet 

full of strength and perseverance. She was struck by the transformative possibilities of co-

creating narratives that travelled from body-hatred towards acceptance, even celebration. She 

found herself returning to her own embodied experiences and attempting to move beyond shame 

and helplessness. 

I carry people's stories around with me all the time. If I'm having a hard experience, I'll think 

back on a story. Something comes to me, like even ways to be good to myself, to care for 

myself have come from some of the storytellers. It's just fascinating to me how much I have 

been given. You know, so there is the giving and that it's draining, but how much I have been 

given by this work too is just incredible. (Hannah) 
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Storywork brings into relief the odd mix of professional/emotional that digital/multimedia 

storytelling can provoke – how we “drop in and out” of people’s lives, the different ways we can 

be configured as facilitators, friends, and confidantes, and the messy relational ethics this 

being/doing/performing can provoke. In facilitating such workshops, we are often called to 

simultaneously perform “technology/art expert” and holder of stories and emotions. Through the 

hazy fog of affect, moments of disjuncture can crystallize in suddenly needing to know how to 

make a particular edit using editing software (Final Cut). Both Andrea and Hannah noticed that 

these dynamics of performance were heightened in this context.  

Hannah: I was thinking about that the other day, in terms of being of storytelling facilitator. I 

thought, am I performing this? […] You know, there's also was feeling of, at times, being an 

imposter in that role. 

Andrea: Yeah, like the minute when someone asks you a Final Cut thing and you're like, I’m 

just going to go into this for a second… 

Hannah: Especially in this project where I wasn't used to being by myself as the camera 

person. […] I would just, I would just fake it. I'd be like, okay, just hold on a second, and like 

the camera would be falling off the tripod, and I’d be like, we’ve got this, okay, just focusing, 

and I couldn't get the camera on the tripod. I wanted to portray the sense of, I know what I’m 

doing. I’m coming in, I'm the filmmaker here. The storytellers, to a fault, every single one of 

them, were so compassionate and they saw, you know, they saw. But they were very giving, 

they gave me the time I needed to figure things out. 

This exchange brings to the fore the beauty and challenge of doing this work, surfacing 

how it runs counter to the expectations of speed, precision, and exactness that pervades so many 

spaces today, including research and academic spaces.  
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Because of the temporally and spatially stretched nature of Reproducing Stigma, we found 

ourselves testing logistical and capacity limits. In many ways, the project challenged the 

boundaries of academic research and life. Both on an emotional and practical level, the work—

and the resonances of the work—stretched outside of the confines of what is typically configured 

as “work time” in the neoliberal academy. We held all group meetings in the evenings, sometimes 

lasting until 11pm. We spent days working with participants and editing videos in a back-and-

forth process. The emotional weight of participants’ stories followed us, requiring rest and 

significant debriefing when stories felt heavy to hold. In this process, tears met schedules; 

laughter met equipment constraints. 

Practically, we managed processes of booking and transporting equipment from place to 

place. Re•Vision is situated over an hour away from where many participants lived. This meant 

that facilitators–who either lived close to Re•Vision or to participants—needed to collaborate to 

arrange for transport of technology and of themselves. We assembled “mini labs” for this 

purpose, generally comprised of a computer, sound recording equipment, USB keys, and 

cameras. We brought these along to participants’ homes and used them to gain a glimpse into 

the lifeworlds and stories participants wanted to bring to the stage. Unlike group 

digital/multimedia storytelling, where we tend to assemble the full lab at the beginning of a long 

weekend and strike the lab at the end, we needed to continually work back and forth to establish 

where each participant was in the process. 

Similarly, whereas in group storytelling we can enter and leave the storytelling space, 

debriefing as a facilitation team at the end of each day and weekend, we found the storywork 

weaved in and out of the rest of our lives in and outside of “work.” It can be confronting moving 

from making a cake with a participant in the morning to writing a dissertation in the afternoon. 

While we leaned on each other as a team to talk through what was coming up for us as we worked 



 27 

with storytellers, this was done in a way that allowed for less boundedness than some of the other 

work we have done. If we, or others, were to engage in a similar process in the future, we would 

suggest guarding against some of these challenges by putting supports and limits in place to 

ensure that the depth of intimacy generated by the structure is held in the safest possible ways. 

COLLABORATION AND CONFRONTING OURSELVES 

We consider our work—here and in other projects—to be deeply collaborative and to 

challenge imposed researcher/ participant divisions. Aligning with arts-based, community-

engaged, participatory-action frameworks, we work to surface and address power dynamics as 

they suffuse the research assemblage. Still, we cannot ignore the ways in which power continues 

to operate in our work: 

As co-researchers, like—for me this was really putting my money where my mouth is… I've 

never felt more like a co-researcher, but then also I got called-out and in some respects justly, 

about the fact that there was still a hierarchy within that team […] ultimately there is, and it 

was only harder because there was so much emotion in it and so much intimacy and 

vulnerability in that in that space. (May)  

We end our piece with a brief reflection on power in running digital/multimedia 

workshops, to invite continued reflection around and discussions about relationality, power, and 

hierarchies even in collaborative work. Figuring out our positionalities as researchers and 

collaborators has not been easy. As we have discussed, and as a core concern here, are the ways 

in which we occupy different positionalities in relation to the project. Further, our privileges and 

axes of marginalization in the academy more broadly dictate how we are called to perform 

academia in ways typically imagined for advancement. Participants, too, bring to storywork 

different desires, expectations, and hopes—and these can change over the course of lives and 

engagement/dis-engagement with the process. A full consideration of the negotiated, relational 
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ethics of collaborative arts-based work would warrant a different paper. However, acknowledging 

that the project of negotiating relational ethics is ongoing and is far more than a procedural 

exercise is an important aspect of reflecting on our practice. 

CONCLUSION 
In many ways, storywork challenges the boundaries that are imposed on academic work—

not only in the “odd” structure of hours, but also in the creativity required, relationships with 

participants, and affective resonances. While this is the case across digital/multimedia research 

we have done, it was particularly evident in this approach to storytelling. The process raises 

questions, for us, around what needs to be in place to scaffold this kind of engagement. We share 

our tensions, uncertainties, and insights here as openings, rather than instructions or directives. 

Jackson and Mazzei (2012) highlight how in resisting neatly tied up endings and fixings we enable 

something new to emerge through seemingly “unfinished” work with ‘data.’ They note that we 

“must live with the uncertainty that we are unsure of what may emerge until it happens” (2012, p. 

30)—and perhaps after it “happens,” as well. What we present here echoes this desire to move 

away from fixing—in either sense of the word—our reflections into a singular set of findings or 

directives. Still, with a desire to present avenues for further deconstruction or exploration, we end 

with a short reflection on what we see as three key spaces of tension that this project and our 

involvement with it brought to light.  

1. EMBEDDEDNESS, OTHERING, POWER, SHAME AND SOMETIMES JOY 

Trust and relationship are not always built along “expected” lines and involve complicating 

dynamic spaces of belonging on the part of researchers and participants. Deep reflection on what 

these spaces are and how they flow through research scaffolds a relational ethic when it comes to 

representing participants’ stories in intersection with our own (Hamilton, 2020). In our project, we 

continually evaluated and re-evaluated (and continue to evaluate) our power and relationships 
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relative to participants, our “research team,” and the “products” of this work. Writing about this 

work brought us further into dialogue with the affectivity of research that raises feelings of shame 

and uncertainty. Womersley et al. (2011) note: “Shame is difficult to track, due to its elusive 

nature. We go to considerable lengths to conceal the affect. We hide our shame behind the guises 

of anger, contempt, or depression” (p. 883). Shame may also hide in the packaging of research 

“products” as neat and tidy where their affective eruptions become tamed for the purposes of 

packaging products for scholarly consumption. Chadwick (2021) suggests that feelings like shame 

are “epistemically and politically significant” (p. 12) and we open to their presence here in ways 

that have eluded prior writing and speaking around this project. 

As we push into discomfort, shame, alienation, and other difficult emotions and 

sensations surrounding activist research, we find ourselves stumbling into joy. Ahmed describes 

this experience of joyfulness as an integral part of being a “feminist killjoy”—her term for joining 

the long line of feminist activists who have flipped the cultural trope of the angry unhappy 

feminist by disrupting imperatives placed on women to be nice, happy, and content, and by 

defying sexist, racist, sizeist and related oppressions where- and whenever we encounter them. 

For Ahmed, feminist killjoys require joy to “survive killing joy”, and we might even take joy from 

“killing joy”, as our urge to call and stamp out injustice, though disturbing of our own and others’ 

power and pleasure (e.g., refusing to stay silent about suffering, staying with the difficult affects 

of a given situation), is fundamentally life-affirming. She writes: “a feminist killjoy in being 

charged up is warmed up; she is an erotic figure. She might come to be as or in negation, but that 

negation trembles with desire; a desire for more to life, more desire; a desire for more.” (2017, p. 

248) In working through the affective knot that surrounded her (not) mothering and her joy-

killing refusal to become a mother, Carla describes faltering toward the realization that (not) 

mothering could, and did, bring joy:  
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Being a research team member and experiencing the intense privilege of being 

welcomed into storytellers’ intimate lives and into the intimacies of their inter- and intra-

relationalities with their bodies, children, lovers, and others, was profoundly restorative for 

me. Quite simply, it undid me. For the first time I began to reconsider my decision not to have 

children, not to become a mother. I started to see how experiences of mothering and not 

mothering were closely entwined and how motherhood itself was not some exclusive club 

into which I was forever denied entry. Despite myself, I felt the pull of pregnancy and 

mothering through the intimacies created in repeated encounters with both the richly 

textured stories and the phenomenal people who made them. (Carla) 

2. BALANCING RELATIONAL ETHICS AND A COMMITMENT TO PARTICIPANT PREFERENCES WITH 

EXHAUSTION AND LOGISTICAL CHALLENGES 
As we have noted, this work was not easy either logistically or emotionally—and balancing 

these two spheres often felt like an uneasy rub. While being “attentive to the privilege of being 

able to do research and to the power relationships that are a part of the research process” 

(Ackerly & True, 2008, p. 701) we found ourselves stuck between trying to work around 

participant schedules and managing our researcher bodies, emotions, and temporalities. Our 

efforts to orient to participant preferences, needs, and spaces was very much aimed at redressing 

power hierarchies that pervade research “as commonly practiced,” in line with a feminist research 

ethic (Burgess-Proctor, 2015). This often brought our own discomfort to the fore; discomfort 

seeped through logistical, emotional, and temporal lines of the research.  

Focusing on this discomfort surfaces “the interpenetrations of sociomateriality, ethics and 

emotions in knowledge production processes” (Chadwick, 2021, p. 14). Here, we put the material 

aspects of doing this work (the need to align schedules, to work late into the night, to operate 

cameras and computers, assemble, sign in/out, and transport a small media lab around the 

province) into conversation with our commitment to a relational ethic grounded in collaboration 
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and our emotional and embodied responses to doing this work. As May noted, this work is “gut 

wrenching.” And, it is complex on a technical level as well. We encourage researchers aiming to 

do similar work to consider how the rub between technical, logistical aspects of collaborative arts-

based research calls us to be more than one thing at once. As described above, we are both ‘tech 

gurus’ and confidantes in this work, often at the same time. This experience is laden with affect 

and emotion that often sticks to us and to the project long after the equipment has been returned 

to the cupboard. 

While we continue to commit to troubling the researcher/researched divide, along with 

other feminist scholars (e.g. Barad, 2007; Jackson & Mazzei, 2013; Ringrose & Renold, 2014), 

being called to be multiple things at once spurred us to examine research relationships and 

boundaries in new ways. Despite our best efforts, power differentials suffuse academic research 

relationships, no matter how well-intended and no matter how entangled we are in topics and 

communities with whom we do this work (Hamilton, 2020; Limes-Taylor Henderson & Esposito, 

2019). The academy that impels us to produce at a turbo-pace actively makes deep and lasting 

collaboration challenging (Henderson, 2018). Beyond the challenges of clawing at the immovable 

object of neoliberal academia, the entangled relationships and commitments of those involved in 

the research added levels of complexity and called us to confront our own positionalities, desires, 

shame, and relationships.  

3. MAKING STORIES AT THE BOUNDARIES OF NEOLIBERAL ACADEMIC TEMPORALITIES AND 

STRUCTURES 
Storywork occurs at the precipice of academe and community; its temporalities and its 

affectivity run counter to dominant academic temporalities in a way that can feel like disjuncture 

(Rice et al., 2020). Henderson (2018) describes conferences as “both a break from and a continued 

experience of the neoliberal university” (p. 37); in some ways, a digital/multimedia storytelling 

workshop and perhaps particularly this modified approach aligns with this assessment of the 
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tricky encounters with time we experience. Storymaking is not simply a utopic vacation from the 

“typical” neoliberal workload.  

Digital/multimedia storytelling is visceral, painful, fruitful work. It urges us to negotiate 

our spaces of belonging and othering as humans and researchers. It draws attention to how we 

are deeply embedded in the production of “research products” and the importance of attending 

to process (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, 2013). We have offered some reflections on this “agential 

cut” (Barad, 2007) through which stories—and affect, and relationship, and shame, and 

discomfort and at times, joy—were created. If we orient to our arts-based work as processual and 

the research process itself as influencing the stories created, then we must recognise that the 

learnings gleaned from this research may not be (and, indeed, are unlikely to be) transferable to 

other projects. Instead, the rich insights generated about this research encounter emerge from 

the uniqueness, the singularity, of this event. If there is one lesson to be learned from this piece, it 

is that there is no singular checklist—no easy way in, no singular style of being—that can guide 

this work. We always await the afterbirth of this work—and even when the afterbirth arrives, it is 

never done.  
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