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Abstract  
Literature has received a lot of attention as a way to educate on morality, because it is through 
narrative imagination that, as Martha Nussbaum would say, we understand the world and give it 
interiority. Literature can have different uses for ethical purposes like María Teresa López de la Vieja 
points out: illustrate abstract concepts, understand the situation of people in other countries, or provide 
clues that elude other forms of discourse. However, there is a need to go deeper in how creative 
writing allows ethical understanding and creates small communities around the creative act. The 
starting point of this paper are these questions, which we use to introduce the educative experience of 
the collective writing of a short novel connected to peace studies, where 34 university students took 
part under the guidance of a teacher and a guest professional writer. The novel was writing by six 
teams that received the plot from another team who wrote before they, like a matryoshka doll, to move 
forward the narrative structure. At the same time, they received recommendations on some concepts 
taken from the Encyclopedia of Peace and Conflict, published by the University of Granada. 

Keywords: Peace Education, Narrative Imagination, Creative Writing, Collaborative Learning. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
To educate for peace can begin from different starting points. For example, one can emphasize the 
visibility of various types of violence, and the challenge to think about peace not just as something 
negative but also as something positive, an irenology which takes care of the deployment of life. To 
educate for peace can also be done through the means we have to resolve conflict, going from a focus 
centered on personal interest to one of mutual benefit. It can also be done transversely through 
exercises in the classroom. In any case, what is interesting is that it involves a cultural shift, from 
perception, interrelations, and behaviors. However, this axis of transformation doesn’t happen in a 
vacuum –neither historical nor pedagogical–, understanding by each the response that education 
focuses on, and the presumptions the educative process uses as a starting point. Because of this, 
under this brief description, I feel it is important to consider Fernando Bárcena and Joan Carles 
Mélich’s proposal as an ethical event. 

In this sense, education is not seen as a process of reproduction or the building of students, but as a 
“hospitable reception of the newly arrived, an ethical practice interested in forming the identity of the 
subjects” [1]. And to be able to carry out this task there are two key starting points: First, having a 
critical pedagogic vision that shows both the positive as well as the negative that the human being has 
achieved, that is to say, that warns against what has being destroyed or has the potential to destroy 
humanity [2]. This requires situating education not just in terms of the concrete challenges each 
discipline faces, but also in a historical context of a larger scale, where those who are just arriving are 
welcomed, or there is a preparation to receive who haven’t arrived yet. According to Bárcena y Mélich: 

Amnesiac cultures and subjectivities are complicit with the executioners, with the victors of 
history. After Auschwitz, there is no place for communicative reasoning not to have an 
anamnestic reasoning present, based on the faculty of remembering [3]. 

The second key element connected to this is the importance of a poetic pedagogy, because “to 
educate is to create, not to fabricate or produce, a true novelty” [4], which connects to an utopic 
pedagogy, in the sense that it assumes from contingency the possibility of better options. This poetic-
utopic pedagogy has as a foundation the narrative condition of the human being, recovered 
particularly from Paul Ricoeur, by Bárcena y Mélich: 

The issue is paradoxical: the human being captures itself through learning and through the 
mediation of the products it creates. It reaches understanding of itself un-identifying, de-
subjectifying, going outside of itself to search for the other. According to Ricoeur, we have 
certain invariable universals in this arduous task: the capacity to have a dialogue, to do and to 
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suffer the context of a reality that must be interpreted, as well as the role of memory and 
narration [...] We have the need to interpret the world that is constantly sending out signs that 
make us think. [...] Because of this Ricoeur wrote, “the comprehension of self is narrative from 
one end to the other. Understanding oneself is to appropriate of one’s life” [5]. 

From this perspective, peace education acquires certain aspects that I consider paramount, and that 
can be resumed in the following two points: 

First: The study of narrative can be a central axis for peace education, such as has been said by 
thinkers like Martha Nussbaum, because of the role in developing ethical thinking that imaginative 
narration and human faculties can have; it could also be argued in favor of peace that it promotes 
reading. Continuing with this line of thought connecting literature and ethics, María Teresa López de la 
Vieja thinks that it launches a challenge with respect as how to articulate all the conceptual baggage 
obtained through peace studies and literature, since as Rosa María Grillo points out: “Opposite to war, 
peace usually is not a topic of literature, it doesn’t motivate gripping plots, nor conflictive characters, 
that aren’t characters and situations hard to believe” [6]. 

Second: With respect to the use of literature as a methodology to teach the constructions of peace, it 
is especially interesting the work by Peter M. Kellet where he recognizes as a starting point that 
human beings are fundamentally storytellers and postulates that the study of narrative allows us to 
understand how persons create, express and are able to transform their differences, their conflicts [7]. 
What is interesting about this approach is that it puts in perspective studying the narratives of conflicts 
in a different space from the one of conflict solving. Kellet begins with collecting narratives of conflict 
through the experiences of the students to understand what is conflict, to question it and, possibly, to 
modify it in similar situations in the future. 

Contextualizing both points within peace education I introduce some of the advances of the literary 
workshop to create a collective peace narratives that use the sudents experiences as a starting point 
and that present an ethical position. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
During the semester that ran from August to December 2016, a group of 34 students (52% male, 48% 
female, with an average age of 20) were presented with a challenge: to collectively write a novel about 
peace where everyone in the class would participate. 

First, to accomplish this we had a class in which we established the connection between ethics and 
literature. Together with guest professional writer Alejandro Paniagua, we presented some core 
elements focusing on narrative, the creation of characters, conflict, the relevance to emotion in writing, 
examples of types of narrator and types of dialogue, and the novel as a microcosmos. To achieve this, 
we used as an example José Emilio Pacheco’s novel Las batallas en el desierto [The battles in the 
desert], which we also used to teach how different types of violence (direct, structural, cultural) could 
fit in such a microcosmos. 

After that, the group was divided into 6 teams. Each team was responsible for one part of the novel, 
according to a simple dramatic structure: presenting the conflict; developing the conflict; breaking the 
conflict; the outcome of the conflict; and, ending. Besides these five blocks of the novel’s structure, we 
incorporated a sixth block: a collective reviewing half way through the process (after “breaking of the 
conflict”), so everyone in the group could be on the same page, and some decisions could be made, 
collectively. The sixth team was the one in charge of recording the discussions and to adjust what was 
previously written by the three preceding teams. 

In so far to the rules, the students were asked:  

• “Do not use the word peace”; The intention of this rule was to promote description and not to 
hide what that had to be described under the word. 

• To use, if possible, two concepts from the Encyclopedia of Peace and Conflict, provided by the 
teacher according to the way in which the plot developed. 

• To write a minimum of eight pages in which they must give continuity to what the previous team 
wrote. 

Each team had two weeks to read and write taking into account what their classmates had written 
before. After they had turned it in, I gave them some feedback, together with a commentary by the 
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guest writer, for them to keep in mind and could improve their text before passing it on to the next 
team. Likewise, the guest writer took part in the intermediate review session to provide the class with 
more narrative elements and to ask questions that could help them in their creative process. 

By the end of the 16 weeks course, the novel would be finished and then would continue to the editing 
process and afterward perhaps find some way to get it published. 

3 RESULTS 
Through a survey carried out before the end of the semester, 97% of the students who participated 
thought the project had been very interesting, challenging and creative; for many of them, it was the 
first time they had been part of a creative writing workshop (68%). Besides, 94% of them mentioned 
that it complemented the class on ethics. With respect to if the project contributed to learning about 
peace and violence, 61% answered “yes,” 36% answered “maybe” and 3% answered “no.” Those who 
said “maybe,” were mainly concerned that there has been a lot written about peace and violence, and 
the learning would depend on the final product, and how many readers it could reach. In contrast, 
those who said “yes,” connected it to their learning process and that it made them reflect both 
individually and collectively. 100% of them thought it was positive, enriching, fun and a source of 
inspiration to have a professional writer as a guest. 

About the novel and their creative process, the students managed to continue the narrative action of 
the previous team to connect the dramatic action coherently and kept everyone in the group 
interested. It is especially interesting the intermediate reviewing session because it was when the 
class gain awareness that something was silently growing between the teams that had already 
participated and those who hadn’t expected it with curiosity and nervousness since they didn’t know 
what to expect. 

Something relevant to mention about the content is that the concepts that were given to the students 
to accompany their creative process came from the positive approach to peace, non-violent forms of 
resistance, and feminine peace thinking. The novel’s protagonist was, as expected, a student that 
goes outside of the comfort of his/her economic and social class to face the world which is much 
bigger than the one he/she knew, and ends up joining a group of resistance. 

About the challenges faced, they said the following: Team 1 faced the possibility of writing whatever 
they wanted since they were the ones beginning the novel, which involved picking the characters, the 
situation and trying to find a voice in common to make their ideas compatible. Team 2 was in charge 
of developing conflict; they said that the biggest challenge was trying to integrate ideas on how to give 
continuity to the novel so that if made sense, as well as generating the faculties of communication and 
style to select the better choice between different alternatives. Team 3 was in charge of the climax, 
their biggest challenge, as reported by them, was to give coherence to the protagonist, respecting the 
creative freedom and agree on such an important decision. Team 4, was in charge of editing, finding 
sense between the different types of narrators and find out how to give continuity to what the previous 
teams did. Team 5 had to deal with the outcome of the story; they said that their biggest challenge 
was to adapt to what the other teams had done, even if they didn’t like it; give continuity to the 
characters and agree on how to determine the final turn the novel was supposed to take. Team 6 was 
responsible for closing out the novel; their biggest challenge was to give coherence to what the others 
had done without ruining it, and they even thought that putting the final point to the collective process 
was the hardest thing to do. 

Something interesting that didn’t show on the survey’s results, but that was insisted on repeatedly 
through all the installments was the need to incorporate concepts taken from the Encyclopedia of 
Peace and Conflict that were given to them as guidance. When the students turned in their text they 
had to point out how had they incorporated them or justify why they hadn’t. The primary challenge was 
that they didn’t know how to include them without deviating from the story, besides they didn’t want the 
text to appear monographic. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that there was a genuine interest on behalf of the students to continue 
editing and eventually publish the novel. That process is currently underway. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The concept of the workshop is very rich in many senses. Just to mention a few, the workshop is a 
space that connects theory and practice; it is a community of mutual learning; it is a place that 
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something is made. The creative writing workshop inside a class on ethics, particularly in the exercise 
of writing a novel, is a space where the idea was to work on the notions introduced by Bárcena and 
Mélich: the welcoming of the newly arrived, and practice directed as the road to identity. Writing a 
collective novel is a continuous effort to find meaning, to think about what one receives and gives. I 
think that writing the chapter assigned within a larger story transforms what’s being written into a 
temporary dimension. What would the others do with what I’m writing about what I received from the 
others? How can we together give it form? These can be the questions that connect the workshop to 
the ethical occurrence. 

This question comes with a narrative imagination exercise where it is not about trying to put oneself in 
the character’s place but to create characters; to form their identity; to make them truthful in the middle 
of other characters with whom the protagonist interacts in an open context that is being created. I think 
that this freedom in the creation of characters can be learned as freedom experienced in life. You 
receive what you are, you interact with others, but you search for something that is not in them, nor in 
what you’ve received. There is a narrative structure that is weaved into the narratives of others, and 
we have the potential to become that character. Meanwhile, doing it together with others can be a 
great joy, an experience of the potential of what one is and can be. 

Much can be learned about the ethical and formative use of literature, and the use of narrative in the 
building a culture of peace. I believe that the attempt to write a novel on peace collectively created a 
space of remembrance where the theory and the practice of ethics connected, creating a learning 
community surrounding by a poetic and utopic pedagogy. It is not about writing happy endings, 
instead is about finding better ways to create ourselves narratively.  
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