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Benjamin Jörissen, Gloria Zapata Restrepo & Tanja Klepacki

(Re-)Searching Peace Education: Aesthetic, 
Artistic, and (Trans-)Cultural Perspectives – 
Editorial

Culture and arts education creates spaces for dialogue, imagination, intervention, 
resistance, and healing, often situated in frameworks of collective transformational 
learning and empowerment. Its significance rises immensely in a world shaped by 
war, misinformation, and political polarization. Yet the relationship between culture 
and arts education and peace building is neither straightforward nor uncontested – it 
is elusive and context-dependent, shaped by the specific social, political, and cultural 
conditions in which it unfolds. It is precisely this complexity that makes this intersec-
tion worth exploring carefully and critically, raising a number of pressing questions:

How can and does culture and arts education focus on fostering peace in meaningful 
and tangible ways? How does it integrate peace as an overarching goal with the com-
plex tasks of its everyday professional practice, for example, the mediation of artistic 
skills and knowledge? Under which circumstances does it succeed, and what are its 
strategies to cope with the complexities and paradoxes of peace and conflict? How 
does it navigate between hope and inevitable frustration? Where are the boundaries 
of what can be aimed at as a goal, and what are the limits of arts education as peace 
education? Last but not least, how does culture and arts education reflect on its own 
positionalities, its involvement in a history that, despite its many bright sides, is also 
burdened with epistemic and aesthetic hegemonies and violence?
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The articles in this volume demonstrate the broad spectrum of intersections between 
arts and peace education. They discuss approaches and methodologies but, equally 
important, address the often-brutal realities in which these educational endeavours 
are situated. It must be clearly stated: there is hardly a field of culture and arts ed-
ucation where self-delusion and idealistic naiveté are more out of place, potentially 
causing more damage to the responsibilities of arts education. That said, the playing 
field of arts education has become more complex than ever before. More than half a 
century ago, peace researcher Dieter Senghaas (1969) posed the question: “How is 
a peace education even conceivable and possible in a world of organized peaceless-
ness?” The question remains strikingly topical today; at the same time, it fails to fully 
address contemporary challenges. Constructions of organized peacelessness are no 
longer universally agreed upon; they vary drastically across the globe. The intermin-
gling of economic, national, ethnic, religious, military-industrial, political, and often 
criminal interests that fuel and sustain violent conflicts are immensely complex. War 
itself has become the subject of profound interpretive struggles, with the battle for 
narrative dominance evolving into a strategic instrument of hybrid warfare – blurring 
the boundaries between peace and conflict, confusing the minds of men, the very 
place where according to the UNESCO Constitution “the defences of peace must be 
constructed” (UNESCO, 1945).

Unfortunately, our minds may actually be confused, too. The waves of division and 
dissent have not spared global art discourses, and the cultural wars of our times are 
not external to arts education. Well before the divisions in the wake of the atrocious 
attacks of October 7, 2023, on Israeli civilians and the subsequent war in Gaza, in re-
spect of which the International Court of Justice is adjudicating allegations of genocide 
brought by South Africa against Israel, as well as the war(s) in the Middle East with its 
outrageous numbers of civilian victims, the arts had already been a site of intensifying 
political divisions. This was evident in controversies surrounding the world exhibition 
documenta fifteen, where longstanding tensions culminated in a crisis that shattered 
any lingering belief in positionally neutral solidarities. Similar fractures were visible 
in other global art platforms, revealing a deep and ongoing politicization that contin-
ues to challenge the field. A struggle over who is the real aggressor obscures possible 
common orientations and critical dialogue, shared mourning over the suffering and 
death of innocent people on all sides, and a shared commitment to the opposite of 
what globally acting forces and their spin doctors use as a central instrument of pow-
er – introducing division within civil societies, their institutions, our minds. Political 
instrumentalization is occurring on all sides, also affecting institutionalized forms of 
arts and arts education, which now find themselves at risk of scandalization and polit-
icization. These fragmented and polarized societies are the realities of culture and arts 
education, where once secure spaces of refuge and artistic freedom are becoming ever 
more porous. In many parts of the world, culture and arts education now stands at the 
symbolic – or even actual – frontlines of ideological and political battles.
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“But where there is danger, also grows the saving power,” wrote the German poet 
Friedrich Hölderlin (1803). A sharpened view of reality should inspire our sense of 
what is possible, what is necessary, and what can be shaped into being. To this end, we 
need perspectives that open up ways and modes of thinking appropriate to our time 
and our situation. We recognize that the intersection of culture, arts, and peace ed-
ucation remains largely underexplored in research. Its absence in major publications 
on peace education (Salomon & Cairns, 2010) highlights this gap. However, existing 
discussions (Bresler, 2007, p. 1021 ff.; O’Farrell et al., 2014, p. 141 ff.; Hunter & Cohen, 
2019) provide an important foundation for a conversation that the following contri-
butions seek to expand.

Haifa-based Grand Dame of international arts education, Shifra Schonmann, engages 
with the notion of Myths and Paradoxes in Arts for Peace Education in Israel. In her 
article, she candidly and skeptically addresses her concerns regarding the viability of 
arts education in fostering peace in the face of persistent violence and international 
conflict. Concurrently, she fervently advocates for a proactive stance in addressing 
the intractable paradoxes inherent in the perpetual struggle for peace, and a steadfast 
optimism in navigating toward, hopefully, more auspicious times.

Drawing upon her own experience of leading a university class in peace education, 
which incorporated arts-based approaches to emphasise instances of peace and con-
flict, Daniela Lehner explores the transformative potential of arts-based approaches 
and embodied forms of learning in the context of peace education. In her paper enti-
tled Learning to Unlearn. Pluriversality and Arts-based Pedagogies in Peace Education, 
she places a particular emphasis on postcolonial, pluriversal, and relational modes of 
knowledge and existence within a more-than-human world.

In the article entitled Anti-War Activism: Community Radios, Peacebuilding and Post-
war Development in Northern Uganda, Robert Senath Esuruku conducts an in-depth 
analysis of the remarkable accomplishments of the community radio initiative known 
as Mega FM. A central focus of the analysis lies in the inquiry of whether the imparted 
knowledge, skill sets and mindsets can effectively deter, address and foster the condi-
tions necessary for the establishment and maintenance of peace.

In Embodied-artistic Pedagogy Creating Hopeful Educational Transitions for Student 
Teachers in Times and Places of Crises and Trauma, Charlotte Svendler Nielsen and 
Gerard M. Samuel provide an insight into the pedagogical approaches developed with-
in a four-year school project in Denmark and South Africa. The overarching objective 
of this interdisciplinary and intercultural endeavour was to cultivate an artistic-edu-
cational milieu that fosters expression, creativity and imagination, thereby enabling 
participants to establish empathic connections with others and to attain a renewed 
understanding of themselves. By employing a distinctive, almost literary writing style, 
the authors adeptly depict the potential of cultural and arts education to engender 
spaces of hope during periods of crisis and conflict. 
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These reflections illustrate the efforts of numerous global initiatives, carried out by 
artists, educators, communities and activists, to rebuild the social fabrics that have 
been torn asunder by violence and war. They demonstrate a deep, vital, and sensi-
tive desire to contribute in building alternative possibilities as “ways of worldmaking” 
(Goodman, 1978), imaginaries, and other pathways for children, youth, and commu-
nities, to recover dignity, humanity and the right for a better future. The contributions 
in this volume are a vital step – but they also highlight how much more research this 
field urgently needs.

We, the Editorial Team of this second issue of the International Journal for Research in 
Cultural, Aesthetic, and Arts Education (IJRCAAE), hope that this collection of texts 
will offer a glimmer of hope for more pacific future(s) to come. Our heartfelt gratitude 
goes out to our authors for their invaluable contributions that have made this issue 
possible. 
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Shifra Schonmann

Myths and Paradoxes in Arts for Peace 
Education in Israel: a Reflection

1.	 Opening1

The origin of the phrase, When the cannons roar, the muses are silent, appears in the 4th 
century BC in a play by the Greek writer of comedies, Menander, who wrote: Where 
violence prevails, the law loses its validity. Cicero, the famous Roman orator, improved 
the claim and said: Inter arma enim silent leges. Yet it is unclear what historical reality 
changed the saying when adapting it into the field of art and rephrasing it into the new 
wording, Inter arma silent musae, i. e. when the cannons roar, the muses are silent (Ofrat, 
2014). This phrase comes to mind because the missiles shooting from Gaza towards  
Israel’s towns are rumbling now, and the Israeli army is shooting back. The endless 
war between Palestine’s terror groups (Hamas, Hezbollah, radical Islam) and the Is-
raelis is making one of its ugly appearances. Yet the Israelis and the Arabs know that 
after a few days, sometimes weeks, both sides will stop the firing and come to a kind 
of arrangement until the next time when one of the sides decides that it is time to 

Prof. Shifra Schonmann, University of Haifa, Israel  
E-Mail: shifras@edu.haifa.ac.il, ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1212-5180

1  Opening note: The article was written before October 7th, 2023, when Hamas, in Gaza, invad-
ed the territory of the State of Israel, murdered more than 1,200 peaceful people, many of them 
sleeping in their beds, others celebrating in a music festival, burned more than twenty villages, 
houses and livestock, kidnapped over two hundred and thirty people, women, children and babies, 
raped and murdered. The dreadful massacre shocked us, the Israelis and the entire free world. A 
terrible war in Gaza follows the brutal massacre in which Israel is trying to destroy Hamas, find the 
abductees and bring them back home. As a result, many thousands of Gazan Palestinians who are 
not Hamas suffer from a siege and are killed by the terrorist forces of Hamas who deny them access 
to sources of water and food, and by the Israelis who are pursuing the Hamas terrorists hiding and 
fighting entrenching themselves among the helpless Palestinian Gazans, using them as a shield.

Naturally, because of the timelines, the article has no reference to the war in Gaza or any aspect 
of the Palestinian-Israeli problem related to the occupied territories in the East Bank and Gaza. The 
locus of interest of the article is only the Jews and the Arabs who are citizens of the State of Israel.

IJRCAAE, Vol. 2 (2026), No. 1
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renew the ‘cannons roar’. This endless tragic cycle has been ongoing since 1948, the 
establishment of Israel. In the following topic, I’ll briefly explain the basics of Jews and 
Arabs – Israel’s citizens.

Here, in the opening, I want to draw the reader’s attention to the essence of the saying 
When the cannons roar, the muses are silent. It is based on a romantic assumption that 
the muse needs silence to make her voice heard. It perceives the existence of art as 
isolated from the hectic world. This classic claim is incorrect since we know of many 
examples in music, painting, theatre and literature in which the arts aim to penetrate 
the daily thunder of cannons (Ofrat, 2014). In the hectic times during wars, the arts 
have a unique alternative voice that should be heard. The questions in this context are: 
What influence can an artistic work have on the crowd? and Does this work have the 
power to bring change?

Research institutes across the world are abuzz with projects at the nexus of peace-
building and the arts. The International Center for Ethics, Justice and Public Life at 
Brandeis University in the United States is one good example; Israel’s Peres Center for 
Peace & Innovations is another. Yet the harsh reality of endless violence and interna-
tional warfare raises doubts about the art projects’ potential to effect change. Even so, 
I share with others the belief and hope that ways can be found to promote ideas and 
practices of peace and justice. While this may sound paradoxical and problematic, so 
is my assertion in this article: one must recognize the paradoxes deep-rooted in a con-
tinuous war for peace, cope with them and not lose hope. The frame of reference for 
this paradoxical assertion derives from my understanding of how Deleuze and Guat-
tari, both French philosophers, developed socio-political conceptions that struggle to 
break free from obvious terms and call for critique from which new possibilities can 
emerge, as will be explained later.

This article examines education for peace through means of the arts in Israel. It is not 
only a look at the ability/inability of the arts to shape a new reality but also a look at a 
steadfast struggle between different streams in Israeli and Palestinian education.

2.	 Basics on Jews and Arabs –  
Israel’s Citizens and the Place of Arts Education

According to the Israel Central Bureau of Statistics (2022), on 31 December 2022, the 
population of Israel was estimated at approximately 9.656 million inhabitants. 7.106 
million are Jews (73.6%), 2.037 million are Arabs (21.1%) and 513 thousand are others 
(5.3%). According to demographic estimates, the population of Israel is expected to 
reach about 10 million next year. Around 2 million of them are children and young-
sters at school.

These numbers set the starting point from which the picture becomes more complicat-
ed. The Jewish society is divided into many sectors: Secular, Traditional, Orthodox, and 
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Ultra-Orthodox (Haredim). Within these sectors, one must add a distinction between 
Mizrahi, Ashkenazi, veterans, and newcomers. Then there are differences among Jews 
who originated from Ethiopia, Russia, Morocco, Iraq, Europe, and other countries. 
All are communities, each of which has its own specific needs (Oren & Bar-Tal, 2006;  
Bar-Tal, 2007; Bar-Tal et al., 2017).

The Arab society is divided into many sectors, mainly Muslim, Christian, Druze, and 
Bedouin. Each has its secular and religious people, different tribes and unique needs. 
All have Israeli citizenship. Such a colourful divided population is a phenomenon 
hard to manage and conduct, yet Israel is a democratic country, the only democracy 
in the Middle East (Kumaraswamy, 2021; Bar-Tal, 2023).

2.1	 Arab Society: in Search of its Identity 

In recent years, public and research interest in the Arab population has been increas-
ing because of the understanding that this population has political, economic, and so-
cial implications for the entire society in Israel and not only for the Arab society itself. 
From the Annual Statistical Report on Arab Society in Israel (Haddad Haj-Yahya et al., 
2022) and from the historical timeline, it can be said that Arab society in Israel is un-
dergoing changes that present it with many challenges. After the independence war in 
1948, the Arab society lost its economic resources and political, intellectual and cultural 
leadership. However, being citizens of the Israeli state and an integral part of its socie-
ty, the Arab Israeli citizens who are divided into Arab Muslim, Arab Christian, Druze,  
Circassian and Bedouin ask themselves who they are. Questions such as: Are we  
Palestinian? Are we Druze/Bedouin/Israelis? Or just Palestinian Israelis? It is a com-
plex society that is in the process of awakening in which each sector struggles to find 
the true answer to its identity. Moreover, this search reveals contradictory trends 
within Arab society, just as in Jewish society, where religious forces fight each other 
and conservative political forces fight against liberal. 

Several government programmes have been implemented to improve the socio-eco-
nomic situation of the Arab population. But they were not enough to significantly 
reduce the gaps between the Jewish and Arab people in the country. Moreover, years 
of discrimination and exclusion of the Arab population in various areas of life require 
a deeper correction, especially in education, which is the focus of this article (Arar, 
2012).

The Arab education system is divided into sectors: Muslim, Christian, Druze,  
Circassian and Bedouin, and each educational stream has a curriculum that distin-
guishes it from the others. This division reflects that the state recognizes its Arab cit-
izens as a religious, linguistic and cultural minority but not as a national minority. 
Within these complex different streams struggle for their identity and status in Israeli 
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society. Arts education was the least of the Arabs’ concerns in their battle to ensure 
their place in the formal institutions and the public eye.

Research and professional literature indicate that Arab education in Israel went 
through a deep crisis after the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. Although 
a separate Arab education system was established, it was mainly from administra-
tive-organizational aspects. Supervision and choice of content remained the responsi-
bility of the Ministry of Education.

Although the Arab education system has undergone far-reaching changes during the 
75 years of the state’s existence, and there are growing numbers of educated people, 
many of whom are teachers, medical doctors, nurses, and engineers, the gaps are still 
large between them and the Jewish majority, and the cultural and political barriers are 
dangerous. History is ever-present.

Against this troubled background, I will now depict Jewish society and the place of 
arts education and its development.

2.2	 Jewish Society: a Perspective on the Place of Arts in 
Education while Searching for Identity

The education system in Israel has four main streams: general state education, na-
tional religious, Jewish ultra-orthodox, and Arab. The ultra-orthodox education sys-
tem has no core studies or art studies. In national religious education, art studies are 
marginal. The main part of the review herewith refers to the general state education, 
which is secular.

The history of education in Israel is rich in problems and conflicts arising from con-
flicting political situations and conflicting ideologies of education: the struggle be-
tween various trends that draw their influence from the European cultural tradition, 
the Zionist ethos2, and the will to untie from the Jewish conservative religious tradi-
tion. In this context, of conflicting trends the marginal status of aesthetic education in 
schools became a fact. Thus, as in any developing field, it is possible to uncover ten-
sions between opposing directions and conflicting thoughts, which sometimes seem 
to form a vicious circle from which there is no way out, and sometimes the solution 
itself may become a problem as was the situation in arts education as is now unfold-

2  The Zionist ethos is a rebellion against Jewish life in the diaspora. It represents a longing to 
change the image and status of the Jewish people, not only from a political and national point 
of view but also from a spiritual and cultural point of view. The Zionist movement believed in 
the uselessness of Jewish assimilation and the efforts to combat anti-Semitism in Europe. Instead, 
the Zionist movement promoted the idea that Jews should remove themselves from Europe and 
establish their own independent home to secure their national rights. The term Zionism (Barnavi, 
n. d.) is attributed to Nathan Birnbaum, an Austrian Jewish writer, in the 19th century, reflecting the 
Jewish longing for a return to Zion, a biblical synonym for Jerusalem.
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ing, and shown below in the concise overview of the development of aesthetic educa-
tion in Israel based on my previous works (Schonmann, 1999, 2000b, 2006). The aim 
is to understand better the climate in which the arts education field is still struggling 
to find its proper status in the formal education system.

From the early Jewish settlement in Israel until the end of the 1950s, secular society 
rejected part of the Jewish legacy out of a negative attitude towards what was consid-
ered a diasporic identity3 but identified with those elements in the legacy that suited 
the needs to build the Zionist ethos (Shapira, 1992). This paradoxical actuality relates 
to the dual attitude towards culture in general and towards the arts in particular. On 
the one hand, European secular culture is represented by the great spiritual leaders of 
the settlement who came from Europe and taught at the Hebrew University and aimed 
at the universal. On the other hand, there was an attempt to create a local, national 
culture in which the Bible was placed at the centre of consciousness.4

The late 1950s and early 1960s were defined in the Western world as the “Sputnik 
Crisis” years (Dickson, 2019). The success of the Soviet satellite launched into space 
in 1957 created a shock in the United States, and a campaign of harsh criticism of the 
education in the United States began; the demand to ‘return to the basic subjects’ was 
heard. This demand had a decisive influence on the education system in Israel, and 
it helped to push the arts out of the school to outside arenas such as museums and 
students’ clubs.

The central and constant problem of Israeli society during the formation of the state 
and the building of its institutions was to nurture wisely the ability to shape a mod-
ern and dynamic Jewish society and culture that would combine a modern social and 
economic structure with a new cultural identity rooted in the Jewish tradition and at 
the same time would rebel against some ideas in this tradition.

The 1970s were marked by cultural growth. The postmodernism movement in the 
world touched the heart of the developing arts in Israeli society but only reached the 
margins of the schools. The status of the field of arts education worsened even more 

3  The negative attitude towards the diasporic identity was built into the Zionist ideology from 
its early days, in the 19th century when the leaders of Zionism, such as Theodor Herzl (who was 
an Austrian Jewish journalist and playwright best known for his critical role in establishing the 
modern State of Israel), assumed that the Jews must deviate from living as a minority among other 
nations and establish their own state.
4  The understanding that the only solution for the Jews was to claim a separate independent Jewish 
territory is fundamentally a call to change Jewish values. Instead of religiousness, there is a need to 
start adopting a secular liberal approach. Instead of being distant from nature, there is a need for 
farming. Instead of focusing on the material interest of the individual there is a need developing 
tasks for the common good and for the state’s building. Most importantly was the quest to revive 
the Hebrew as the state’s official language. Eliezer Ben-Yehuda was the one who led the rejection of 
the use of Yiddish, which many European Jews then spoke.
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in the 1980s when technological advancement was prioritized. Business management, 
engineering and computers significantly influenced the educational processes in Isra-
el. Unfortunately, no political forces could protect the arts, and there was a real danger 
of the situation becoming worse.

With regard to public declarations, no one opposed encouraging the arts in education. 
In every professional conference, the policymakers stood up and announced their de-
sire to support and promote the arts in schools (Schonmann, 1999, 2007; Ben-Peretz, 
2009). Thus slowly, a change was seen in the 1990s, implying a pedagogical shift in 
arts education. Significant steps were made in writing curricula and integrating the 
arts – music, plastic arts, dance, theatre and cinema – within the official hours of the 
school day. But only a few hours were given, only a small budget was allocated, and 
there was a lack of professional teachers. This situation, unfortunately, lasts to this day, 
the twenties of the twenty-first century.

David Gordon, one of the leaders of aesthetic education in Israel, stated that among 
the classical forms of accepted knowledge in educational systems in the world, the 
only form of knowledge in the State of Israel that is not compulsory is the aesthetic 
form (Gordon, 1995). He named two main reasons for this. One is that the Jewish reli-
gious tradition did not emphasize the aesthetic. The second is related to the structure 
of the disciplinary studies according to which literature was studied as a compulsory 
subject for years and regarded as a substitute for the aesthetic.

However, the pedagogical shift of the 1990s mentioned above did not lead to a pro-
motion of arts education. From the 1990s until today, the education system in Israel 
prioritizes science and technology. The emphasis is on achievements and excellence. 
The arts decorate official documents, and the gaps between the declarations of the pol-
icymakers and their actions are evident. The main line is a policy of small additions 
instead of a leading policy that indicates direction and vision.

The brief perspective above makes it clear that arts education is an inseparable part of 
the historical developments of Israel as a state searching for its identity. It is connected 
to educational developments worldwide and is still struggling for real support.

3.	 Myths That Have Taken Root
Considering the extremely complicated Arab Jewish societies struggling to find their 
national and cultural identities and the marginal place that arts have in the formal ed-
ucational systems, I examine the possibility of peace education to succeed.

I point to three myths that have taken root as the reason for failure of many projects 
for arts for peace education:
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1.	 The myth of identity: ‘We are right’ and ‘They are wrong’.
2.	 The myth of a risk-free field for educational processes: The contact theory as a conflict 

solver.
3.	 The myth of the power of arts to transform reality: The languages of arts.

Finneran (2008) analysed thoroughly the relationship between myth and knowledge: 
“Myth, in essence, serves to describe knowledge; whether at an official documentary 
level or at an informal level of practice; and whether from a theoretical ‘thinking’ per-
spective or from a practical ‘working’ one” (p. 128). Exposing a myth does not mean 
that something is not valid. In fact, every myth can have its opposite. Still, in essence, 
the virtue of discussing myth in this article’s context is in its power to evoke a clear 
sense of how deeply ingrained and sometimes imperceptible some assumptions can 
be.

3.1	 The Myth of Identity: ‘We Are Right’ and ‘They Are Wrong’

In conflicting situations, when a society tries to build its identity, the many layers of 
identity formation can conflict with one another. The attempt to reconcile one socie-
ty claiming, ‘We are right’, and ‘They are wrong’ and the other with exactly the same 
claim becomes almost impossible. The arts enter this minefield with hesitation and 
hope. Research studies speak to the success of art projects in dismantling traps and 
mines along the way on the new social and cultural-artistic realities (among others: 
Bamford, 2006; Bresler, 2007; Ijdens, Bolden, & Wagner, 2017; Mitchell et al., 2020; 
Jörissen, Unterberg,  & Klepacki, 2023). However, overcoming obstacles in the Is-
raeli educational system is more complicated than the available literature describes. 
Since there is no formal policy for peace education and arts education is marginal, 
as we learn from the above account, the Jewish-Arab relations were pushed out of 
the schools’ curricula and, to a certain extent, were able to be managed mainly by 
non-profit organizations (Salomon & Issawi, 2009; Lazarus, 2015; Basman-Mor, 2021). 
Moreover, the ongoing violence between Israel and the Palestinians in Gaza and the 
West Bank influences the Arab-Israeli Palestinians and penetrates in different ways 
into the Jewish society, setting off a storm of contradictory ideas about who is to be 
blamed and how to solve the unbearable turbulent situation. Thus, the We against 
They in general, and in this chapter context, ‘We are right, and they are wrong’ stance 
can result in extreme expressions, as in the following example.

In the 1980s, the Municipal Theatre of Haifa presented a bilingual Arab-Israeli ver-
sion of Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot. The director, Ilan Ronen, intended to ‘close’  
Beckett’s ‘open’ text within the Israeli political context. The classical, symbolic tree was 
replaced by scaffolding, and Arab actors who spoke Hebrew mixed with Arabic words 
were the builders, Vladimir and Estragon. The play transformed its original ambigu-
ity to a definite place and time, stating the problematic situation of the Arabs’ life in 
Israel. The political interpretation of the well-known play aroused the resentment of 
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the right wing in Israel, pleased the left but could not even slightly alter the conditions 
of the Israeli Palestinians. Vladimir and Estragon were so involved in the dramatic 
situation that they lost any sense of aesthetic distance and thus affected the audience’s 
reactions as if they were spectators at a football game. These reactions occurred every 
evening, including one when I was there with a group of high school teenagers who 
saw this play as part of their studies a few months before their recruitment to the army.

Because of the explicit political stand and the proximity between the performance and 
the real-life situation, because the aesthetic distance disappeared, we, as spectators, 
found ourselves in a sea of real-life turbulent feelings that prevented us from enjoying 
the artistic performance. A few students were so upset that they lost their self-control 
and responded to the stage with hisses, shouting to the Arabs to get lost, to leave the 
country. The Arabs in the audience reacted and shouted back, and many curses and 
ugly accusations were heard in the hall. Finally, in their great frustration, the actors 
left the stage (Schonmann, 2006, p. 103).

More than forty years have passed since this traumatic dramatic experience. Yet only 
a few attempts were made to stage it again in the same format, and only very few po-
litical plays are on the stage. The myth of identity, ‘We are right’ and ‘They are wrong’, 
became even more difficult to struggle with in real life over the years, and the theatre 
avoids approaching this minefield.

Truth on stage is not about imitating real life but about representing it. Watching a play 
should give the spectator a substitute in the sense of representing an abstract; an idea, a 
moment of excitement, a thrill, a symbol and with it, the opportunity to break out of the 
concrete surrounding us. The Waiting for Godot example failed to do this. This experi-
ence, along with others, taught me to be very cautious regarding the assumption that art 
projects can present a situation parallel to everyday life and thus pave the way for insight 
and personal change to resolve bloody conflicts. Peace activists should search for solu-
tions by deciphering the socio-psychological dynamics of societies in conflict, as Dan-
iel Bar-Tal and Amiram Raviv (2021) did in their remarkable book, Comfort Zone of a  
Society in Conflict, in which they explain that in contrast to controlled conflicts, some 
are uncontrollable. They maintain that the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians 
is uncontrollable and can last for centuries.

In a climate of growing mistrust between Jews and Palestinians, Israeli citizens, and 
against the background of cannons rumbling from terror groups from Palestinians in 
Gaza and the occupied territories in the West Bank, the Israeli-Palestinian war inten-
sifies each decade and fuels the myth of contrasted identities. When myths become 
bottomless, each side feels strongly that the truth belongs to it alone. Thus, I came to 
doubt the power of art to facilitate polarized stances in contexts of war, violence and 
human rights violations. Raising doubts is inspired by Deleuze and Guattari’s (1994) 
philosophy, which I’ll explain later in the last part of the article, The Paradox of Con-
stant War for Peace.
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3.2	 The Myth of a Risk-free Field for Educational Processes:  
The Contact Theory as a Conflict Solver

How can one respond to dozens of empirical and theoretical articles that almost sanc-
tify the status of the arts in education and define the field of arts in education as the 
most important area for developing creativity, self-expression, healing and commu-
nication. In their ways of understanding the arts, giants such as John Dewey, Herbert 
Read, Nelson Goodman, Elliot Eisner and Maxine Green have paved the way to ac-
knowledge the crucial function the arts can have in education. Their followers gave 
reasons to develop the idea that arts education is a risk-free field for educational pro-
cesses. The great work that UNESCO is doing on the social-cultural dimension of the 
arts (Seoul Agenda, 2010) shifted the spotlight to the social and cultural functions of 
arts in education (for example, Berggraf Saebo, 2016; Lum & Wagner, 2019).

It seems impossible not to agree with all the declared good intentions and many em-
pirical studies from around the late 1990s. However, the above mythical approach 
gave birth to the understanding that arts activities are a safe place for the educational 
process.

I challenge the thought of a risk-free field and argue that a huge gap exists between 
the intentions, processes and results. In another work (Schonmann, 2014), I argued 
that the many axioms spreading around the successful results of research in arts for 
peace education are often no more than mantras, slogans or wishful thinking. Arts 
for peace education is a relatively new combination of applied fields, and it envisages 
that the whole society will be involved in constructing a culture of peace. Building on 
earlier discourse (Cohen, 2014; van Erven, 2014; Dietrich, 2014; Bamford & Qvortrup, 
2014; Harris, 2014; Özsoy, 2014; Mousumi De, 2014), I continue to question ways to 
examine the claim that arts education is a risk-free field for educational processes. 
Unfortunately, there is not much documentation on the methodology and the evalua-
tion of many of the projects described over the years (Cohen-Evron, 2007). Moreover, 
promoting peace through the arts has become controversial among Israeli researchers 
(Elkoshi, 2007).

Based on his personal experience working with Jewish and Palestinian Israeli groups 
at Haifa University and based on rich theoretical literature and research studies fo-
cused on Jewish and Palestinian Israelis group interaction, Ramzi Suleiman (2004) 
found that “Palestinian participants prefer to shift the interaction to the intergroup 
level while Jewish participants prefer to shift it to the level of interpersonal communi-
cation” (p. 327). He highlights the asymmetry embedded in any Jewish and Palestinian 
encounter. The asymmetry in minority-majority relations produces different respons-
es. He suggests “maintaining the intergroup dimension at the centre, not yielding to 
the pressure coming from the Jewish participants who try to impose a ‘veto’ on polit-
ical and conflictual concepts” (p. 335). As a psychologist, Ramzi Suleiman’s analysis of 



 IJRCAAE, Vol. 2 (2026), No. 116  IJRCAAE, Vol. 2 (2026), No. 1

Shifra Schonmann�

common planned encounters between Jewish and Palestinian Israelis is based on his 
field of knowledge, and his version is provocative and enlightening. The social-psy-
chological aspect is of great importance; however, my experience as an arts educator 
in the same university, working at the same time with students in the education facul-
ty, shows different results. Since my planned encounters were in-with-through thea
tre-drama projects, the negative stereotyping and prejudice on ‘the other side’ were 
projected onto the characters in the play; the political tension burst into the planned 
encounter depending on the way one chose to present the fiction regardless of the 
national belonging to the majority or the minority. In the context of peace education 
in Israel, I found that projects that were accepted operating in schools (in theatre, 
drama, music, visual arts, and films) in which I was involved for years, since the 1990s 
(Schonmann, 1996a; 2002), all projects have started with great hope to achieve change 
in the students’ thinking, were conducted with great enthusiasm, but the results were 
vague. The apparent achievements disappeared when a wave of terror broke out again 
in the streets.

There is a great difference in elements, ways of conduct and the result of planned 
encounters based on the arts, as against common planned encounters. Still, one con-
clusion seems clear that, in the Jewish-Arab-Israeli context, which faces great hurdles, 
peace education via planned encounters, with art or without art, should be reconsid-
ered and challenged with new ways of problematization of the many issues involved.

The myth of a risk-free field of arts education is based, among other things on the con-
tact theory as a conflict solver. The “contact hypothesis”, which developed into a con-
tact theory, was introduced in the 1950s by Gordon Allport. The idea was that direct 
contact between two hostile groups could promote tolerance, acceptance and improve 
social relations. Allport (1954) suggested that contact between members of different 
groups, under certain conditions, can reduce prejudice and intergroup conflict. He sug-
gested four conditions for intergroup contact to have positive effects: equal status, in-
tergroup cooperation, common goals, and support by social and institutional authorities.  
UNESCO, for example, endorsed the idea as a key to improving social relations; thus, 
the contact theory’s benefits were endorsed worldwide. Everett (2013) claims that this 
recognition of the benefits of contact drives modern school exchanges and cross-
group buddy schemes. In his article, he reviews some of the vast literature on the role 
of contact in reducing prejudice, looking at its success, mediating factors, and recent 
theoretical extensions.

However, my experience with Jewish and Arab groups to create substantial contact 
via drama-theatre projects on reducing hostility and prejudice succeeded only to a 
limited extent and for a short time. In the long run, it failed to escape prejudice and 
stigmatization (Schonmann, 2000a, 2002). Contact between the other group mem-
bers never occurred outside the classroom walls, and during war or terror attacks, 
no members from either side came to the artistic activity. It was incredibly difficult 
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to gather the group each time again; the mistrust deepened, sometimes quarrels and 
accusations became even more violent, and the direct contact was a risky encounter. I 
have learned that although there are advantages to the contact theory, there are disad-
vantages, which are sometimes too unsafe to play with.

Trying to analyse the failure, I found that the four conditions that Allport originally 
posed (equal status, intergroup cooperation, common goals, and support by social and 
institutional authorities) were not well thought-out in my projects, nor in other art 
projects. It is unrealistic to expect group members living daily in fear, anxiety, and 
hostility to have sufficient opportunities to engage in positive contact with opposing 
members in art projects that are so limited in time and resources, unequal status, hid-
den goals, and not having real support by institutional authorities.

Although in recent research, Allport conditions seem unnecessary, for example, Petti-
grew & Tropp (2006) argued that Allport’s conditions should be best seen as facilitat-
ing rather than essential, their conclusion mostly refers to common contact activities, 
not necessarily art projects. Adding to that, Everett (2013) reminds us that recent work 
on the role of intergroup contact in reducing prejudice via direct (face-to-face) con-
tact has changed to include indirect contact.

The myth of arts as a powerful instrument in societies in war is misleading. Therefore, 
peace activists’ best intention to bring change needs to be re-examined. In the follow-
ing section, I re-examine this crucial issue while trying to generalize the idea of the 
ability/inability of the arts to shape a new reality.

3.3	 The Myth of the Power of Arts to Transform Reality:  
the Languages of Arts

The myth of placing the power of the arts at the centre of educational projects aims to 
change the culture of schools which is still a culture of crowd, power and assessment, 
as Jackson (1968) has argued in his classic book, Life in Classrooms. On the one hand, 
some endorse Sarason’s (1971) ironical assertation that the more that schools change, 
the more they stay the same. But on the other hand, many others believe in the power 
of the arts to transform reality and endorse the arts as a valuable means for cultural 
change. Still, the critical question remains: Can the arts transform reality?

Looking at the history of the arts, do we have examples of artworks that cause, initiate, 
or bring about change in any society? Do we have examples of an impact that could 
empower people to stand up for the political or social cause they believe in and change 
the situation? Picasso’s Guernica, for example, which was painted in 1937, a few weeks 
after the Nazis had bombed Guernica. The painting is a biting demonstration against 
evil, and it made a tremendous impression and attracted wide responses, yet it did not 
empower people to act.
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Every successful work of art creates a community of fans and draws a wave of reac-
tions. Sometimes the responses are agitated and extreme. A good example can be 
seen from Goethe’s book, The Sorrows of Young Werther, 1774, which created a panic 
around the suicides of young men who were touched by the novel. ‘The Werther Sui-
cides’ were seen as an epidemic in Europe.

Today, the panic surrounding that phenomenon seems to be an exaggeration of vari-
ous religious authorities, who feared the book would corrupt the youth. From the Ro-
mantic movement perspective, it was one of the main novels in German literature that 
influenced the later Romantic movement. However, from a social perspective, only 
a few individual cases of suicide can be related directly to the influence of the novel.

In a similar way, although from a different point of view, here is another example from 
the theatre in the Israeli context, The Queen of the Bathtub, a satirical cabaret by Han-
och Levin, who wrote it against the euphoria after the Six-Day War and the personali-
ty cult of admiring generals in culture and media. It was first performed at the Cameri 
Theater in April 1970, during the War of Attrition, and about three years after the  
Six-Day War. But unfortunately, the show caused a public uproar and was dropped 
after less than a month and a half.

Levin’s works are, in a certain sense, the Israeli version of the anti-war work of Bertolt 
Brecht. In the case of The Queen of the Bathtub, Levin insisted on presenting Israeli 
pride as a fart, simple in meaning, and the stabbing of the great myth of the generals 
and its explosion as a balloon.

However, the play did not activate the public to think about the war and its justifica-
tion. On the contrary, people were euphoric about being winners and mourning the 
sons who were killed in the war. The play failed to affect reality, but some images were 
strong and prevailed.

Images are the power of the arts to impact the soul. And they create the languages of 
art. Symbols, in and out of the arts, are the building blocks of images. What I have 
learned from Goodman (1976) is that …

“Use of symbols beyond immediate need is for the sake of understanding, not 
practice; what compels is the urge to know, what delights is discovery, and com-
munication is secondary to the apprehension and formulation of what is to be 
communicated.” (p. 258)

Furthermore, what I found so important to this discussion is his assertion that: “what 
we read and learn through a symbol varies with what we bring to it” (p. 260). Follow-
ing Goodman’s wisdom, we may propose that the essence of art experiences is not 
only to discover the world through our symbols but to “understand and reappraise 
our symbols progressively in the light of our growing experience” (p. 260). The es-
sence of art experiences is perceived through the imagination, through images created 
in our head which express themselves through the languages of art.
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I borrow from Scharfstein’s (1989) image that impressed me, saying that the power 
of art is like the song of the birds. It can serve at the same time as a factor that binds 
individuals that make up a group and yet preserve the uniqueness of each member.  
Scharfstein clarifies that every art expresses the individual’s need to live beyond him-
self. Even though it is a personal claim, I read it as implying social conclusions and 
hints at the power of art to provoke a response.

My point thus far is that the power of the arts is not in the influence it has on direct so-
cial or political change but on the influence on the mind, on our cognition and of the 
spirit of human beings in the deepest sense (see also Schonmann, 2019). The mythical 
concept that the arts have the power to be used to change reality prevents us from 
deepening our understanding of the true power of the arts, which is their languages, 
which stem from their unique entity to heightened consciousness and to fight indif-
ference. Therefore, based on the understanding that context and conventions change 
with the times, I argue that peace education should be seen not as a target but as a 
possible result of a well-planned artistic activity in which the creative aesthetic work 
is at the centre.

4.	 The Paradox of Constant War for Peace
When myths like those described above hover over arts for peace education, it is easy 
to understand how any idea that avoids these myths is perceived by various groups 
on both sides of the struggle as a deviation or even sometimes a betrayal of the ‘right’ 
educational activity.

There are many writings on the ‘right’ educational activity for peace education. 
Among others worth arguing with is Gur-Zeev’s philosophical stance, which calls 
against speaking in the language of moral politics, “Present-day peace education fails 
to submit non-contingent justifications for its claims, practices, and hopes for a state 
of peace that is not a mere violent/stable, political construct” (Gur-Zeev, 2007, p. 300). 
He challenges the mechanisms of normalizing education within its ideology; peace 
education is encouraged and calls for counter-education within which truth, consen-
sus, justice, and peace are not offered. “Counter-education offers a need for a radically 
different concept of peace and an alternative conception of education” (ibid., p. 311). 
It is beyond the scope of this article to address the various interesting conflicting as-
sumptions that peace researchers are arguing with. My route is built on the belief 
that arts for peace education have their own place within which the arts are the main 
component, and peace is a possible result to be achieved, as I argued above and will 
continue to pinpoint.

By arguing the myths, I must challenge the classic concepts of action in the field: 
search for truth, direct contact, and a universally understandable human language in 
which dialogue is a condition. These ideas strive for clarity and remove obstacles, but 
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the results are tricky in practice. Thus, I offer a challenge to start internalizing living 
in the shadow of absurdities and paradoxes. Live peacefully with doubt and accept 
that life is an accumulated complex of contradictions and paradoxes. Albert Camus, 
the French philosopher, maintained that life is absurd; it cannot be an end but only a 
beginning (Camus, 1970, p. 201). I read this assertion as opening gates to hope.

I draw the strength to suggest such a challenge from Deleuze, who together with 
Guattari, developed socio-political conceptions that struggle to break free from obvi-
ous terms and call for critique from which new possibilities can emerge.

Deleuze’s thinking is an alternative way of approaching ideas that enable the above way 
of thought to emerge. It calls for rhizomatic thinking that aims to offer a radical un-
derstanding of ontological processes as dynamic and mutating assemblages. Deleuze 
proposed non-hierarchical, decentred relationships with many points of connection 
and possibilities. For example, he claims that the image of the tree for culture should 
be opposed: “We’re tired of trees. We should stop believing in trees, roots, and radi-
cles. They’ve made us suffer too much. All of arborescent culture is founded on them, 
from biology to linguistics” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 15). Ideas have no beginning 
or end but are always in the middle, as Dave Holmes and Denise Gastaldo have un-
derstood: “[…] the rhizome is open at both ends. It has no central or governing struc-
ture, neither beginning nor end. As a rhizome has no centre, it spreads continuously 
without beginning or ending and basically exists in a constant state of play. It does not 
conform to a unidirectional or linear reasoning” (Holmes & Gastaldo, 2004, p. 261).

The basic idea that I endorse for our context is that multiplicities are not simply at-
tributes of an assumed unity such as multiple identities, as, for example, Dave Nicholls 
(2015) clarifies, but as he continues to explain, the rhizome can help us formulate 
principles that describe all multiplicities beyond the botanical realm. Nicholls stresses 
that rhizomatic thinking would always operate simultaneously as assemblages and 
not as a binary way of approaching situations. He reminds us that arborescent ideas 
have been very powerful in recent history and have governed how we think, learn, 
and organize ourselves and our time. To my understanding, Deleuze makes it possible 
to maintain vigilance for the legitimacy of many possibilities, thus offering a fertile 
breeding ground for doubt. The basic principle of doubt is uncertainty which raises 
the need to interpret reality continuously and free ourselves from myths that bind us 
from being able to explore new possibilities. Deleuze and Guattari offer relevant ways 
of understanding the new communication forms emerging in the 21st century. With 
their approach, AI language models may find ways to be assimilated into education. 
The idea of the rhizome provides a new approach to knowledge and how to think 
about problem-solving.

Adapting the rhizomatic thinking to the field of arts for peace in education helped 
me better understand what may be inconceivable, that is to say, internalizing living in 
the shadow of absurdities and paradoxes. For example, the disturbing mental images 
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that the Israelis have of the Palestinians and vice versa, the disturbing mental images 
that the Palestinians have of the Israelis created unbridgeable gaps because the truth 
in their basic assumptions is based on the tree image that avoids rhizomatic thinking.

Living with contradicting certainties is a constant war for peace that embraces dynam-
ic and mutating assemblages and encourages the national identity agenda. I contend 
that understanding and accepting the paradoxes as a reality while freeing ourselves 
from the critical myths that have distorted our perception of reality could allow for 
better times of hope.

The expression war for peace gets a challenging interpretation in Murad Idris’s book, 
War for Peace: Genealogies of a Violent Ideal in Western and Islamic Thought (20185). 
Idris pursued the argument that in political-theoretic discourse, peace is a troubling 
idea: “War is for the sake of peace has been central to the history of political thought 
across place, time, and language, and it remains central to official and public discours-
es” (ibid., p. 315). He explains that “the genealogy of peace draws attention to its mor-
alizing structure of reflection, domination and acquiescence that authorizing wars for 
peace, in the name of peace” (ibid., p. 315). His original and hard stance to perceive 
clarifies, “The paradoxical position of peace – opposed to war, authorizing war – is en-
capsulated by the claim that war is for the sake of peace” (abstract to the book, Oxford 
Academic, 2018). War and peace indeed contain a series of binaries. This simplistic 
binary, he thinks, shields peace from critique. Idris takes the peace idea as a problem 
to be discussed in political thought.

As much as I am impressed by Idris’s deep analysis and clear arguments, I cannot ap-
prove of his thinking in the context of this article. His field of political science took 
him to arguments and methods that are not in the realm of arts in education. I use 
the oxymoron war for peace in its rhizomatic paradoxical context, intending to attain 
peace through the power of the war to support the desire for peace as a platform to 
influence, following the philosopher, Albert Camus, who maintained peace as the only 
battle worth waging (Camus, 1945).

Because the political reality in the Middle East is one of absurdity, there is much to be 
said not only on behalf of goodwill on both sides but also on behalf of a great deal of 
imagination, wisdom and creative ingenuity to recognize the absurdity of both sides, 
to wage war for peace, and to transform this bleeding reality into a peaceful one.

5.	 Closing
Arts for peace education is not a scientific discipline. It is an emerging eclectic field 
of knowledge that draws from various fields, including sociology, psychology, phi-
losophy, history, communication and, of course, the many arts. In general, planned 

5  I thank Benjamin Jörissen, who refers me to this book. 
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programs are designed to create contact with conflicting narratives in which each side 
claims its ‘truth’. It aims to increase tolerance and understanding of the ‘other side’ 
and thus, hopefully, change to a better life. I have tried to challenge the premise that 
peace education via the arts in the context of intractable conflict is a promising way 
to achieve change. Instead, I see arts education as a goal for art’s sake, assuming that 
the languages of the arts are the gate to a meaningful life. A change can optimistically 
be one of its results.

My arguments developed on two levels: relevant research literature and experience. 
Questions about the proximity between life’s situations and art and the power of the 
arts to release or relieve aggression and hardship are not abstract but very concrete 
for me. Accepting the challenge of living in a constant war for peace, in the shadow of 
absurdities and paradoxes, while maintaining that absurd life cannot be an end, only 
a beginning, as I have learned from Albert Camus, is an option of opening gates to 
hope.
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Daniela Lehner

Learning to Unlearn
Pluriversality and Arts-based Pedagogies in Peace Education

1.	 Introduction
I am writing this text because it seems that the complexities of our current era are 
ever-growing. I sense that our societal, ecological, and economic challenges are in-
tensifying, necessitating diverse approaches to knowledge and existence, augmented 
by commitments of the heart, mind, and will, as we confront the multifaceted issues 
prevalent in our societies, such as inequality, climate change, racism, poverty, and 
mental health concerns (Hayashi & Gonçalves, 2021). The world is increasingly seen 
as interconnected; however, it is simultaneously becoming more divided and unequal. 
We currently appear to be in the midst of a crisis defined by colonial modernity, char-
acterized by patterns of knowledge and existence that foster division and violence. 
Such hierarchical and divisive structures do not support the sustenance of life for 
either the present world or future generations. Modernity, while replete with contra-
dictions, is a condition from which we cannot completely disentangle ourselves. It is 
imperative that we persistently scrutinize the dominant discourses to prevent the per-
petuation of modern/colonial tendencies and to commence the process of unlearning 
these violent dichotomies (Akomolafe, 2017; Andreotti, 2021).

With dichotomies I refer particularly to the dichotomies of mind and body, the soci-
etal stratification based on race, class, gender, religion, sexual orientation, and disabil-
ity, as well as the cleavage between scientific rationale and the material and spiritual 
realms, and between society and nature, as well as the construction of disembodied 
and decontextualized knowledge practices that make universal truth claims. Drawing 
from my experiences as a teacher and participant in embodied and arts-based meth-
ods, I recognize the potential to dismantle our habitual linear and rational patterns 
and to engage with embodied and sensory experiences that cultivate new perceptions 
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and methods of existence, action, and understanding. I am interested in delving into 
this potential through both theoretical and practical lenses (as a teacher and partici-
pant), utilizing an autoethnographic stance.

In the first part, I provide a theoretical reflection on pluriversality concerning peace, 
peace education, and the arts. In the second part, I engage with pedagogies and spaces 
for possible unlearning. Thirdly, I describe possible unlearning through arts-based 
approaches (Photovoice, Forum Theatre/Theatre of the Oppressed, and Social Pres-
encing Theatre), drawing on personal experiences and personal agency as both a 
teacher and participant. 

2.	 Pluriversal Reflections on Peace, Peace Education 
and Arts-based Approaches

In attempting to define peace and peace education, I encounter significant challenges. 
Peace is often connected to specific images – “a soaring dove, children holding hands 
around a globe, sunset over a calm sea” (Hawksley & Mitchell, 2020, p. 2), yet it can 
feel like a distant reality where violence is absent. Peace seems like an unknown place 
where violence does not happen. In everyday discourse, peace is often negatively de-
fined as the absence of war and viewed as either a temporary interlude between con-
flicts or an unattainable ideal (Wenders & Zournazi, 2013). Moreover, the modern/
liberal understanding of peace is very challenging considering its entanglement with 
issues of colonialism, imperialism, patriarchy, and white supremacy (Krohn & Pauls, 
2023). The liberal peace model, described by Richmond (2005) as a universal, neo-co-
lonial approach applied in post-conflict state-building and free market implementa-
tions, advocates for the establishment of peace through state mechanisms, including 
good governance, free markets, law enforcement institutions, and human rights advo-
cacy (Richmond, 2005; Horner, 2013).

However, Krohn and Pauls (2023) argue, building on the work of Nelson Maldona-
do-Torres (2007) and Ramón Grosfoguel (2012), that there is an ontological and 
epistemological level of violence that often remains unrecognized within modern/
liberal narratives of peace. The modern/liberal conceptualizations of peace privileges 
those within a particular “zone of being,” a privilege typically associated with white-
ness, constituting a form of ontological and epistemological violence based on the 
hierarchical classification of people along the lines of zones of being and non-being 
(Krohn & Pauls, 2023, p. 17).

Wars within the modern/colonial world system are viewed as integral elements of 
modernity, closely linked with European colonialism and imperialism. Walter D. Mi-
gnolo (2011) describes war as part of the colonial power matrix, including the impo-
sition of Western values and systems on others, which often leads to exploitation and 
oppression that maintain geopolitical and economic structures favourable to Western 
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interests. This pattern of war endorses a “master morality” of domination and control, 
justifying racial policies, imperial conquests, and violence. This paradigm is pivotal 
for colonial modernity to maintain power and continual systems of oppression and 
inequality as well as the marginalization of non-Western knowledge systems and ways 
of being (Maldonado-Torres, 2008). Within peace education, it is crucial to recognize 
and understand these modern/colonial ontologies and epistemologies, including their 
binary, linear, and dualistic hierarchies. These premises still underpin educational in-
stitutions, underscoring the importance of unlearning such violent structures (Spivak, 
1995; Spivak, 2004; Andreotti, 2011; Zembylas, 2018). 

A pluriversal understanding of peace questions modernity’s universalism, hier
archies and dualisms and focuses on the interconnectivity and relationality of all 
living beings. The pluriverse recognizes multiple worlds and ontologies and crit-
ically examines the universality of modernity, including a particular individual
ized and separatist mode of being in the world (Escobar, 2007; Maldonado-Tor-
res, 2008; Escobar, 2018; de la Cadena  & Blaser, 2018; Mignolo,  2018; Escobar, 
2020). Pluriversality emerged from decolonial theory and challenges norma-
tive Eurocentric practices that sustain inequality and violence or erase other 
modes of being and knowing (Perry, 2020, pp.  293–294). “Pluriversality provides 
an alternative conceptual frame to work relationally in a globalized world that 
shares a multiplicity of ontologies and sense-making frameworks” (Perry, 2020,  
p. 299). It means the decolonization of knowledge and the deconstruction of domi-
nant violent epistemes based on modernity’s universality (Zembylas, 2017; Escobar, 
2020; Williams & Bermeo, 2020). A plurviersal understanding of peace would mean 
to make visible the many peaces (Dietrich & Sützl, 1997; Koppensteiner, 2018) that 
exist, realize the imperfectness of peace (Muñoz, 2006) and focus on the decoloni-
alization of peace (Fontan, 2012; Williams & Bermeo, 2020; Krohn & Pauls, 2023). 
The framework of the ‘many peaces’ relates to a multiplicity of small, specific, often 
competing and contradictory lived peaces. It provides an understanding of peace in 
a pluralistic and inclusive manner. Rather than viewing peace as a singular, universal 
concept, it recognizes the existence of multiple, context-dependent interpretations 
of peace that vary across different cultures, societies and contexts, each has its own 
unique understanding and manifestations (Dietrich  & Sützl, 1997; Dietrich, 2012). 
The many peaces include the idea of transrational peace which integrates the modern 
focus on reason but is enriched with postmodern knowledge and energetic teaching 
about peace. The aim is a holistic perspective that differentiates between various un-
derstandings of peace while simultaneously integrating them. The crucial aspect is, 
again, relationality, which involves the Mitwelt1 society and the wider cosmos, goes 

1  Mitwelt is a German word that translates in with-world and highlights the human embeddedness 
in nature. 
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beyond the anthropocentric and recognizes a connection to a greater whole (Koppen-
steiner, 2018, pp. 40–41). 

These understandings collectively acknowledge that peace is subjective, relational, dy-
namic, processual, and continually evolving, and they recognize that peace is immersed 
in power dynamics. Rather than being a static occurrence or an unattainable goal, peace 
is an active, day-to-day commitment deeply rooted in local experiences and community 
knowledge. Krohn and Pauls (2023) describe peace as an integral element of daily living, 
not an abstract, transcendent or ideal state. Similarly, Muñoz (2006) characterizes peace 
as ‘imperfect,’ emphasizing the ongoing, incomplete nature of daily peace processes that 
constitute the primary substance of human life. Such a notion of peace underlines the 
shared, contentious, and negotiable aspects of our peaceful interactions and empha-
sizes intersubjective, conflictive, and debatable experiences of peace (Muñoz, 2006;  
Koppensteiner, 2018). Local experiences and community wisdom are foundational to 
peacebuilding, yet these local peace endeavours are frequently disregarded (Anderson, 
2004; Mac Ginty, 2021). Contrasting with liberal and universalist conceptions, pluriv-
ersal reflections on peace contest mechanical interpretations and instead illuminate 
the interconnectedness and interrelationships among all forms of life. This extends to 
include not only human needs but also ‘more-than-human needs,’ encompassing the 
needs and welfare of non-human entities like animals, plants, ecosystems, and other 
components of the natural world. David Abram (1996) argues for a more profound eco-
logical consciousness that acknowledges the inherent value of all life forms and eco-
systems, an approach that is vital for confronting environmental issues and fostering 
modes of existence that respect the interconnected web of life.

As a peace educator, I find it essential to devote time to studying the various concep-
tions of peace, to detach peace from its definitions rooted in absence, and to begin 
cultivating imaginaries and visions of what a peaceful coexistence might entail. Wim 
Wenders and Mary Zournazi (2013) have observed that although we frequently recog-
nize violence and injustice within our world, peace is less visible to us.

“[…] we are considering how the sacred is the bridge between the worlds of vio-
lence and the worlds of peace. There is a difference between theological imperial-
ism and the sacred as a reckoning that challenges our cultural habits. This reckon-
ing evolves through stories, images and perceptions that can encourage different 
ways of seeing the world and different ways of understanding peace […]. The 
everyday and the holy involve a care toward the future, this care involves an ethics 
that is founded in the relations between the infinite and the everyday.” (Wenders & 
Zournazi, 2013, p. 4)

Additionally, Wenders and Zournazi (2013) emphasize the importance of creativity 
and the use of arts-based methods to create visions and imaginaries of peace. Peace 
education and peace work require creativity and the arts to envision and understand 
the numerous worlds that co-exist (Prentki, 2015; Jalka, 2018). Arts-based approach-
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es have been documented as powerful tools for transforming conflict and confront-
ing difficult issues. The dialogical nature of the performing arts provides a safe space 
for experimentation without negative consequences, making it a particularly effective 
method for practicing peace and resolving conflicts (Cohen & Walker, 2011). Perform-
ing arts also facilitate new forms of understanding that go beyond verbal communica-
tion, allowing for the embodiment of knowledge that might not yet be present in our 
consciousness. Acting out narratives before an audience also alters one’s physical ex-
perience (Butterwick & Lawrence, 2009). Through the performing arts, we can engage 
with imagined realities, which can serve as rehearsals for shaping actuality (Carter & 
Benza Guerra, 2022). Performances offer a medium to critique social realities, stimu-
late debate, and bring issues into public discourse (Prentki & Breed). Sometimes the 
biggest challenge is to recognize that the body can be a territory of peace. Given that 
peace and violence are experienced through the body, incorporating arts-based and 
somatic practices in peace education is crucial. Acknowledging the body as a potential 
haven of peace can be a significant challenge in this field (Ávila, 2021; Carter & Benza 
Guerra, 2022).

Decolonial and feminist authors emphasize the potential of the body in art and artistic 
strategies to challenge dualistic and hierarchical thinking, thereby fostering more in-
terconnected and pluriversal perspectives that question established truths and power 
dynamics. Gloria Anzaldúa, a Chicana feminist and artist, harnesses artistic strategies 
and autohistoria-teoría (self-narrative-theory making) to underscore the simultaneity 
of multiple ways of knowing and being, using the Aztec term nepantla to describe a 
liminal state or space in between different worlds. Anzaldúa navigates the space of 
nepantla, the location of cultural disruption, fracture, and reconstruction, where she 
and other Chicana artists blend and create a new cultural synthesis, a mestizada2 (An-
zaldúa, 2015, p. 47). Through poetry and her illustrations, she stresses the significance 
of recognizing and valuing, and imagining a variety of knowledge and existence, often 
those marginalized by prevailing cultural narratives. In line with this perspective, she 
emphasizes that her task as an artist lies in witnessing what troubles and unsettles us, 
stepping back to discern the underlying patterns in both personal and collective expe-
riences, and envisioning ways in which we might repair el daño (the damage) through 
imagination and its visions. She affirms her belief in the transformative power and 
healing capacity of art (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 10).

Anzaldúa views her stories as performances manifested each time they are vocally 
shared or read in silence (Anzaldúa, 1978, p. 67). In performative processes, the inte-

2  Mestizida is a term Anzaldúa uses to describe the state of being that goes beyond mere racial 
or cultural mixing. It encompasses a broader sense of identity that includes the blending and in-
tegration of diverse cultural, spiritual, and psychological elements. It reflects her exploration of 
the complex and hybrid identities that emerge at the borders – both literal and metaphorical – of 
different cultures, languages, and identities.
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gration of different non-verbal forms of knowledge, as well as process-oriented action 
knowledge, generates a knowing in performing; a knowledge that is generated in the 
process. As described in transformative learning theories, processes in which bodily/
physical, emotional, intuitive and imaginative levels of being human are stimulated 
are more profound (Fisher-Yoshida, 2009, p. 6; Formenti & West, 2018). In Anzaldúas 
last writings she articulated a relationship with images as talking with images and not 
about them and images that serve as conduits between emotion and deliberate cogni-
tion (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 5). 

Anzaldúa conceives of the spiritual, material, physical, and psychic as indistinguish-
able components of a cohesive and immensely intricate reality. For her, narratives, 
trees, metaphors, and her own essays all possess a type of being, and agency that are 
partially or otherwise beyond human comprehension and control. Anzaldúa’s work is 
grounded in an array of epistemologies, including indigenous Mexican traditions, as 
well as her own somatic and theoretical insights. Writing from the geographical and 
metaphorical borderlands of Southern Texas, she employs in-betweenness to oppose 
binary and hierarchical concepts like the distinction between body and mind, humans 
and nature, and different cultures and nations.

“A form of spiritual inquiry, conocimiento is reached via creative acts – writing, 
art-making, dancing, healing, teaching, meditation, and spiritual activism – both 
mental and somatic (the body, too, is a form as well as site of creativity). Through 
creative engagements, you embed your experiences in a larger frame of reference, 
connecting your personal struggles with those of other beings on the planet, with 
the struggles of the Earth itself.” (Anzaldúa, 2015, p. 119)

Her aim is to disrupt dominant modes of knowledge production rooted in modern/
colonial systems through an embodied approach to storytelling, illuminating the in-
terconnectivity and complex relationships shared by all beings (Anzaldúa, 1978; 2015). 
To learn interconnectivity, we must unlearn the modern/colonial ways of being in the 
world as described above. To facilitate these shifts, it is important to offer pedagogies 
and spaces that can support this process.

3.	 Pedagogies and Spaces for Possible Unlearning
Pedagogies and spaces for possible unlearning need to allow students to transition 
from their everyday reality into a place of deep learning. Deep learning involves a 
fundamental change in the way individuals perceive and understand their world. It is 
not just about adding new information but transforming one’s existing knowledge and 
worldview. Deep learning emphasizes the holistic interconnectedness of knowledge, 
the importance of relationships in the learning process, and the critical reflection of 
knowledge (Yorks & Kasl, 2006, p. 51). For these learning processes, it is crucial for 
educators or facilitators to create safe and brave spaces that challenge students and 
help them learn. A safe space is an environment where students feel safe to express 
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themselves, free from judgment or discrimination. A safe space is crucial for people 
to feel trust and display openness. A brave space is a space where students feel encour-
aged to express themselves, even if that means leaving their comfort zone. A brave 
space is a space where students feel ready to take risks and make mistakes (Arao & 
Clemens, 2013; Palfrey, 2017; Krohn & Pauls, 2023). If we teachers and educators feel 
safe and brave enough to come out as vulnerable and imperfect human beings, then 
we have a chance of creating that space for our students (Brantmeier, 2013; Tjersland, 
2022). “Vulnerability is a process and quality that centres around the courageous dar-
ing to – as ‘simple’ as it sounds yet with the multiple imperfections it involves – show 
up as, nothing more and nothing less, human” (Tjersland, 2022, p. 77). If we reveal 
ourselves to be three-dimensional beings – human with a specific story, feelings, and 
needs – students might feel encouraged to do the same. These spaces of trust are places 
where deep, transformative learning can occur (Formenti & West, 2018; Brantmeier & 
McKenna, 2020); learning that affects one’s own biography and lifeworld – a dynam-
ic of inner and outer worlds – rather than learning as acquisition. This is crucial for 
peace education because it means learning to be human (Illeris, 2014). That is what 
Yorks and Kasl (2006) describe as expressive ways of knowing:

“Expressive ways of knowing provide pathways among individuals by giving indi-
viduals more ready access to the experiential knowing of the other, thus bringing 
learners into an empathic connection for learning-within-relationship. The path-
way between critical discourse and the field of empathic connection deepens a 
group’s capacity to engage one another’s worldviews at profound levels of mutual 
respect, trust, and authentic understanding.” (Yorks & Kasl, 2006, p. 61)

Yet within higher education and its hierarchical structures, power imbalances, de-
pendencies, credits and gradings, it can be very challenging to create these meaning-
ful spaces. Educational institutions in particular reinforce the reproduction of social 
hierarchies, power relations and Eurocentric curricula. From my experiences of using 
arts-based and embodied teaching approaches within higher education, it is impor-
tant to be aware of hierarchical power imbalances while at the same time trying to 
create a horizontal learning setting. In order to break through relations of dominance, 
the relationship between teachers and learners must also be questioned and generat-
ed anew. The idea that a teacher’s worldviews, which have emerged in a specifically 
shaped educational context, should simply be transferred to learners as objects (in-
stead of subjects with individual experiences) must be questioned, especially in light 
of reflections on decolonial education and epistemic violence. Classical learning must 
be unlearned by encouraging students to emancipate themselves from teachers and to 
generate new ideas of learning in a space of intellectual equality (Varela, 2007; Varela, 
2018). 

Furthermore, a horizontal learning setting promotes openness and gives people the 
trust they need to share their stories and vulnerabilities (Brantmeier  & McKenna, 
2020). To cultivate peaceful coexistence, horizontal interactions and shared power are 
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crucial values (Eisler & Miller, 2004). Inspired by Paulo Freire’s (1990) pedagogy of the 
oppressed, bell hooks highlights the importance of horizontal learning when it comes to 
creating an atmosphere of care, solidarity and trust within the classroom (hooks, 1994; 
hooks, 2003). Hanne Tjersland (2022) gives an example of her own theatre work as an 
elicitive, collaborative, relational and vulnerable process of teaching that comes from a 
place of not fully knowing what the end results might be. She describes the co-creation 
of knowledge as imperfect learning for peace and uses an elicitive approach that was de-
veloped by John Paul Lederach (1995). Elicitive means providing spaces and processes 
to let resources unfold instead of imposing solutions from above. Arts-based approach-
es and especially theatre work can be spaces where everything that occurs is an invita-
tion and where learning is a co-creation (Dietrich, 2013; Koppensteiner, 2020; Bishop &  
Etmanski, 2021; Tjersland, 2022). Theatre is a social art that allows us to explore var-
ious experiences and worlds together even though they are different from one’s own 
(Yorks & Kasl, 2006). From my own experiences especially during Forum Theatre/
Theatre of the Oppressed new ideas and perspectives can arise from the group if stu-
dents have the chance to participate, even without fully knowing what will happen. 
I have seen and heard about students jumping into a scene out of the audience and 
changing a role, then themselves being surprised at how they acted on the stage. It 
is precisely such moments that enable students to learn about themselves and so-
cial relationships relating to peace and violence, including their behaviour and strat-
egies during conflict. Arts-based teaching is in some ways unpredictable because it is 
shaped by current social forces, with the capacity to engage us on various levels. 

“Their ability to tap into and awaken our deepest fears and desires in ways that 
can, for better or worse, bypass our normal and more reflective ways of think-
ing and acting, serves to illustrate the degree to which our image of ourselves as 
self-possessed and rational is only partially accurate.” (Hawksley & Mitchell, 2020, 
p. 11) 

Arts-based approaches hold the potential for unlearning mechanistic patterns or 
questioning one’s own social positioning and privilege. Unlearning also means the 
practice of rule-breaking and resistance as an ethical obligation to question unequal 
and violent structures and the disciplinary measures embedded in it (Varela, 2007). 

4.	 Exploring Possible Unlearning in Practice
In this section I explore and provide possible examples of unlearning in practice 
through my experiences as a teacher of peace education and as a participant of art-
based methods myself. I introduce the Photovoice Method, Forum Theatre/Theatre 
of the Oppressed and Social Presencing Theater. Using an autoethnographic inspired 
approach might also be a way of unlearning the separation of the personal and the 
collective as well as the personal and the theoretical. Julie Choi (2017) describes how 
autoethnography can be used as a methodological tool to explore and represent the 
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multiplicity of voices and identities within individuals, particularly in the context of 
language learning and teaching. Carolyn Ellis (2004) introduces autoethnography as 
a way for researchers to reflect on their own lives in relation to the wider social con-
texts they inhabit. She also demonstrates how researchers can use their own experi-
ences as a basis for scholarly inquiry to provide insights into lived experiences. I will 
draw upon my personal experiences as both a teacher and participant to describe 
arts-based approaches from various perspectives, positioning myself as an engaged 
rather than a detached researcher. These descriptions and reflections serve as sources 
of knowledge and personal agency that I aim to emphasize.

4.1	 Photovoice

For peace education and particularly for unlearning, I believe it is essential to perceive 
matters from a deeper perspective and notably from assorted viewpoints. This is im-
portant for challenging and deconstructing dominant narratives. A pluriversal notion 
of peace involves getting to know and recognizing various simultaneous existences 
of worlds and realities. Therefore, before delving into discussions about peace itself, 
my peace education class begins with an activity called ‘imaginaries/images of peace.’ 
I invite students to capture and share images that depict their vision of peace. Each 
student presents their photograph and receives diverse insights from their peers on 
the image. This participatory technique is known as Photovoice, a method that allows 
individuals to identify, represent, and augment their community’s voice through pho-
tography (Wang & Burris, 1997). Theoretically, it draws from feminist theory (Collins, 
1990) and critical pedagogy (Freire, 1990), advocating for knowledge co-creation and 
community-driven social change. Employed as a participatory qualitative research 
method, Photovoice seeks to facilitate social transformation by enabling community 
members to produce visual content concerning socially pertinent issues that affect 
their community and can influence policymakers (Liebenberg, 2018).

It is particularly important for me to engage the class in reflecting on the diverse inter-
pretations of peace and the similarities and differences in these perceptions, both on 
an individual basis and collectively. Until now, the students’ photographs/images have 
shown pronounced similarities, frequently depicting nature with themes like moun-
tains, gardens, forests, beaches, or showcasing their families and loved ones. They 
associate peace with harmony, relationships, beauty, relaxation, and predominantly, 
inner tranquillity. Occasionally, they present photos tied to justice and social inclu-
sion, such as a photograph of a person in a wheelchair amid friends, or depictions of 
protests and social movements, though such pictures are rare. Although all photo-
graphs illustrate varying depictions of peace, there is a remarkable similarity in their 
conceptualizations of peace. I have always been curious if conducting this exercise in 
a different context, location, or country would result in a more varied set of images 
or those more closely related to justice themes. In this higher education setting in 
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Austria, nature is the primary image of peace. From this exercise, it is visible that the 
portrayal of inner peace is strongly linked to nature. This may be considered a roman-
ticized depiction of nature, but it undeniably demonstrates a deep emotional bond 
with nature, as well as peace’s relational quality to other sentient beings. Peace is also 
associated with emotions and physical sensation, rather than with abstract ideas or 
concepts. I wonder if it is a privilege to depict peace as inner peace with images from 
nature or if it highlights the interconnectivity with the world. Following the photo-
graphic presentations, I introduce the students to various concepts and ideas about 
peace while maintaining focus on the embodied aspects of peace and conflict. The 
Forum Theatre, also known as the Theatre of the Oppressed, serves as an important 
resource in this endeavour.

4.2	 Forum Theatre/Theatre of the Oppressed

Augusto Boal’s Forum Theatre/Theatre of the Oppressed which was inspired by his 
mentor and teacher Paulo Freire is an especially beneficial way of revealing inequali-
ties and possible courses of action (Boal, 2000). I had the chance to be a participant of 
a course held by Birgit Fritz who also wrote a book on Boals theatre work (Fritz, 2013) 
and at the same time teach this work in my classes. Freire (1990) and Boal (2000) 
provide very much inspiration for unlearning and pluriversal pedagogies. The anti
hierarchical stance and attitude of the teacher is crucial to create dialogical learning 
and the constant engagement of action and reflection. Boal (2000) views theatre as 
a way to de-mechanize the body and unlearn routines that are stored in our bodies. 
For him theatre is a possibility to experience things from different perspectives and 
worlds (Boal, 2000). 

“Theatre of the Oppressed is an embodied prototyping exercise. Not only does it 
give people the chance to embody and experience alternative points of view/posi-
tions of privilege or power (or lack, thereof), it also allows a group to negotiate a 
number of possible solutions to a conflict.” (Tyrrell, 2019, n. p.)

Butterwick and Lawrence (2009) argue, “[s]ince theater is a deeply reflective embod-
ying process, not only can the experience be understood in deeper and new ways, one 
can also practice alternative ways of responding to a situation, thus creating opportu-
nities for change” (ibid., p. 36). I agree with Boal’s assertion that “perhaps the theatre 
is not revolutionary in itself, but it is surely a rehearsal for the revolution. […] No 
matter that the action is fictional; what matters is that it is action!” (Boal, 2000, p. 98). 
Reflection is also a crucial part of the Theatre of the Oppressed: reflection on one’s 
own role, the situation itself and the audience’s interventions. Being a participant of 
Theatre of the Oppressed, I could experience expressions of myself that I did not know 
or remember. Like speaking very loudly to set boundaries very clear. Many times, the 
patriarchal structures at home, at work or in society as a whole became present during 
the theatre work. I knew that it was very present in my life, but I did not know that it 
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was embodied in certain postures or that my voice became silent in scenes with dom-
inant men.

Teaching Theatre of the Oppressed I ask students to act out a social conflict or scenes 
of inequality where the protagonist wants to change something but does not know 
how. Often, students choose situations involving oppression based on racial, econom-
ic and gender inequalities. Through the Theatre of the Oppressed, the students can 
experience and see how different actions influence a situation and thus become aware 
of their own actions. I have experienced students being moved and affected by the 
situations and actions that are performed or tried out. Very often the students were 
surprised about their reactions or the way they acted out certain roles. Students men-
tioned, how impressed they were how real the scenes felt like. Even though the roles 
are played out it can feel very real. Especially when students chose the role of the op-
pressor, they were shocked by the behaviour and discriminatory language they used. 
This shows how racism is ingrained in our structures and institutions and how easily 
we have access to this form of violence. Students became aware that discrimination 
and racism are not something outside or far away but also stored in our language and 
bodies. I think this work is really meaningful for becoming aware of and unlearning 
violent structures. There is always the possibility to change the situation and try out 
new actions. Since this work can delve deeply, it is crucial to be sensitive to the group 
and its dynamics. 

In the next section I introduce the last method which is slightly different and focuses 
on the embodied and non-verbal knowledge.

4.3	 Social Presencing Theater

As a participant in the Erasmus+ project Inner Pathways toward a Regenerative Fu-
ture for youth workers and educators from across Europe, I had the opportunity to 
experience Social Presencing Theater. This approach views performance as a form of 
everyday social-making (Hayashi & Gonçalves, 2021), particularly in terms of foster-
ing connections with oneself, others, the community, and the Mitwelt. The method 
can reveal patterns in social systems and cultivate creativity, presence and awareness 
within communities. I have experienced the Village activity, which “explores the func-
tion of awareness in the co-creative process” and “the ways in which groups create 
coherent social structures” (Hayashi & Gonçalves, 2021, pp. 39–41). The Village was 
created by the choreographer Arawana Hayashi. After a short meditation to ground 
in the space, groups of ten to twenty people start exploring the room non-verbally. 
During the session I was involved in, people walked, sat, lay down and interacted with 
one other non-verbally, or remained alone. At the beginning it was very difficult for 
me to engage non-verbally with a group of people and to find my place in the room. 
Some people engaged with one another playfully; some just lay on the floor and oth-
ers stood in the middle of the central square while others turned their back on it. The 
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aim is to maintain a mindful attention and awareness of the entire social space (both 
the visible structure, referred to as the social body, and the invisible relational quality, 
termed the social field). Various dimensions can be explored: levels (e. g., lying down, 
sitting, or standing), proximity (distance to others), and direction (which way one is 
facing). This specific physical and spatial vocabulary affords choice-making which 
becomes the raw material for group exploration, reflection, and learning (Hayashi & 
Gonçalves, 2021, p. 42).

One of the participants said that she felt like a non-human being interacting with 
others inside a living organism. To me, it was like following my bodily impulses in a 
social setting. At the beginning, it felt really foreign to me to engage in that way. After 
practising the activity several times, I felt more and more part of the Village and could 
sense how my movements influenced the social space. I became aware of the special 
atmosphere and how we were all in the same room and at the same time in different 
worlds and realities. Hayashi and Gonçalves (2021) see the Village as “an example of 
collective making, knowing-in-action (Heron & Reason, 2008), and shaping of a micro 
version of the social world” as well as engaging through “aesthetic language, aesthetic 
being the opposite of anaesthetic (i. e., numb), that which is felt” (ibid., pp. 43–44). I 
also experienced the relational qualities that Hayashi and Gonçalves (2021) mention: 
the need to belong, being playful or curious and the feeling of inclusion/exclusion, 
connection and disconnection (Hayashi & Gonçalves, 2021, p. 44). During the group 
reflection, it was extremely clear that some people felt very included and experienced 
great harmony in the Village, while others felt disconnected and experienced dis-
harmony. I realized that people have very different experiences even though sharing 
the same space. During this exercise I could experience the embodied aspect of the 
group and the nonverbal dynamics. I was unlearning to just interact with language 
and words, which was at the beginning very strange. As Hayashi and Gonçalves (2021) 
describe, aesthetic language can help people to move “from ego (talking about one’s 
individual and emotional experience) to eco (having a sense of the whole)” (ibid., 
p. 54). By supporting people access the embodied and felt dimension of their experi-
ence, “participants become aware of themselves as parts and co-creators of the system, 
rather than isolated from it” (Hayashi & Gonçalves, 2021, p. 54). For pluriversal peace 
education, it is crucial to experience relationality and to feel embedded within a larger 
structure/community.

5.	 Concluding Remarks
In conclusion, my journey through the complexities of engaging in peace education 
has been both enlightening and challenging. Peace, often depicted as a distant ideal 
or the mere absence of war, reveals itself through nuanced, relational, and context-de-
pendent lenses. The conventional liberal notions of peace, rooted in Western mo-
dernity, often overlook the ontological and epistemological violence embedded in 
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their frameworks, reinforcing hierarchical and exclusionary structures. Embracing a 
pluriversal perspective on peace demands a radical reimagining of our conceptual 
frameworks. It challenges the hegemony of Western-centric ideas and recognizes the 
multiplicity of peace understandings across diverse cultures and contexts, as well as 
the coexisting worlds that exist interconnected. This approach invites us to unlearn 
and decolonize knowledge, recognizing the plurality of narratives and realities that 
constitute our world.

As a peace educator, I have come to appreciate the transformative potential of arts-
based and embodied methods in challenging one-world perspectives and its ingrained 
social injustices. Photovoice, for instance, enables participants to visually articulate 
their visions of peace, fostering empathy and understanding across diverse perspec-
tives. Forum Theatre/Theatre of the Oppressed engages participants in embodied ex-
ploration of social conflicts, encouraging them to experiment with alternative actions 
and perspectives. This pedagogical ethos, informed by Freirean principles of dialogue 
and praxis, emphasizes horizontal learning dynamics that challenge hierarchical 
teacher-student relationships and promote co-creation of knowledge. Social Pres-
encing Theater, through non-verbal interaction and mindfulness practices, enhances 
awareness of social structures and promotes collective creativity. These methods cre-
ate spaces for deep reflection, empathy, and collective action. They enable participants 
to embody alternative perspectives, confront systemic inequalities, and envision new 
pathways toward peace.

Moreover, the journey of unlearning entrenched norms and hierarchies in education-
al settings is crucial. By cultivating safe and brave spaces for dialogue and introspec-
tion, educators can foster transformative learning experiences that empower students 
to challenge dominant narratives and co-create knowledge in equitable, participatory 
ways. In essence, arts-based pedagogies in peace education can transcend the class-
room to become a lived commitment to justice, empathy, and interconnectedness. 
It invites us to embrace vulnerability, creativity, and dialogue as essential tools for 
building pluriversal peace. By embracing pluriversal visions of peace and engaging in 
critical self-reflection, we move closer to realizing a world where peace is not merely 
an aspiration, but a tangible reality shaped by diverse voices.
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1.	 Introduction 
The civil war between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the National Resistance 
Army (NRA) has remained fresh in the minds and hearts of people because it was 
one of the most ruthless civil wars fought in Uganda. The LRA insurgency began in 
1988 with the goal of overthrowing President Yoweri Museveni’s government. This 
longest-running brutal war resulted in one of the worst humanitarian crises in the 
world. The LRA planned to rule Uganda based on the Ten Commandments, which 
was immediately rejected by the larger Ugandan community. This caused the LRA to 
lose support and in retaliation turned their wrath on innocent civilians, especially the 
Acholi ethnic group and later the neighbouring Ma’di, Lango and the Teso. The LRA 
committed widespread human rights violations including the massacre of unarmed 
civilians, torture, abduction of civilians, the use of child soldiers, rape, mutilation, and 
slavery allegedly as a punishment for reporting on LRA activities to government sol-
diers (Branch, 2005; Dolan, 2009; Laker, 2019).

The LRA abducted more than 20,000 children and killed an estimated number of 
100,000 civilians and more than 1.8 million civilians were displaced and most of them 
were conscripted in Internal Displaced People’s Camps (IDPs). During this period, 
Uganda was hosting a significant refugee population in the western and northern re-
gions, estimated by UNHCR to be over 162,000 mainly from the Democratic Republic 
of Congo and Sudan. The central and northern regions of Uganda were hit by floods, 
affecting an estimated 50,000 households or over 300,000 individuals. There were 
periodic outbreaks of epidemics, including hepatitis E, cholera, meningitis and Ebola 
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(Steets & Grünewald, 2010). In addition, north-eastern Uganda was regularly affected 
by drought, and Karimojong cattle raids regularly wreaked havoc in neighbouring 
districts, adding to the already exhibiting crisis (Esuruku, 2011; IDMC, 2008).

At the peak of the civil war, the Acholi cultural leaders, religious leaders and peace-
building organisations mobilised themselves to talk to the communities about peace, 
reconciliation, and development. Radio Mega in the heart of Gulu became the ful-
crum of such initiatives. They turned to the radio so that they could be heard near and 
far away by the fighting forces, government, and international organisations. North-
ern Uganda was isolated; there were no local newspapers and the organisations that 
could afford to buy newspapers would wait for a full week for it to be delivered to 
them. The only way of reaching the population was through Radio Mega as well as 
Radio Uganda which was received in most parts of the country. Since the launch of 
Radio Mega, the civil war in Northern Uganda became visible and attracted the atten-
tion of the international community to its resolve.

This paper attempts to recount the open-ended, ad hoc anti-war activism conduct-
ed in Northern Uganda in order to find a solution to the deadly war. The main fo-
cus of the paper is the Dwog Cen Paco (“Come Back Home”), Lok Atyer Kamaleng 
(“Straight talk”), and Teyat (“Stakeholders Dialogues”) programmes of the commu-
nity-based radio called Mega FM during the height of the brutal war as well as the 
post-war period in the sub-region. The main focus of the paper is the open-ended, 
ad hoc anti-war strategies which called on LRA members to abandon the rebellion 
and give themselves up for amnesty. The article also focuses on post-war develop-
ment and peacebuilding programmes addressed through Radio Mega. This research 
highlights the importance of community-led initiatives in peacebuilding, challenging 
top-down approaches. It explores the role of community radios in promoting peace, 
demonstrating the potential of local media in conflict transformation. The study em-
phasises the importance of amplifying local voices and agencies in peacebuilding and 
development. It provides insights into the specific context of Northern Uganda, high-
lighting the need for context-sensitive peacebuilding approaches. Through focusing 
on community radios, this research highlights alternative forms of peacebuilding be-
yond traditional state-centric approaches. It contributes to understanding the role of 
community radios in empowering local communities and promoting social change.

2.	 Socio-political Context of Northern Uganda 
Northern Uganda has experienced over two decades of virulent armed conflict be-
tween the Government of Uganda (GoU) and the LRA which mainly affected Acholi, 
Lango, Teso and West Nile. The other rebel groups that have operated before in dif-
ferent parts of Northern Uganda include the West Nile Bank Front (WNBF), Uganda 
National Rescue Front (UNRF) and the Uganda People’s Army (UPA) in Teso. In Kar-
amoja subregion, inter-clan and inter-tribal armed cattle raids which spread to other 
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neighbouring subregions have also resulted in insecurity, deaths, and low develop-
ment (Esuruku, 2011). The mayhem caused by the LRA and the National Resistance 
Army (NRA) resulted in the total destruction and retardation of the Northern Ugan-
da region and more specifically Acholi sub-region and the neighbouring districts of 
Apac, Lira, Katakwi and Soroti. More than 1.8 million people were forced into Inter-
nally Displaced Persons (IDP) camps throughout Northern Uganda – including parts 
of West Nile – as well as in eastern Uganda for more than two decades. Women and 
young girls were abducted and taken as wives and sex slaves for the LRA command-
ers. Some of the serious crimes widely documented are murders, abductions, forced 
marriage, sexual assault, and horrific mutilations such as amputating limbs, cutting 
off ears, noses and lips (Esuruku, 2011; Pham et al., 2007; LRP, 2004). 

At the root of this conflict lie issues of inequality, exclusion from state mechanism and 
development opportunities, which have marginalised a large proportion of vulnerable 
groups in the northern region (Lomo & Hovil 2004). Explanations for the conflict are 
complex and intertwined and go back to Uganda’s colonial history; a tradition of po-
litical mobilisation along ethnic and regional lines since independence; and the LRA’s 
religion- and identity-driven agenda (Allen & Schomerus, 2006; Behrend, 1999). Inse-
curity in the Karamoja sub-region was partly rooted in the proliferation of small arms 
and the problematic disarmament programmes have partly hampered administration 
of central government services – factors that have resulted in a chronic breakdown of 
law and order and underdevelopment of the region (Esuruku, 2019).

Since the signing of the cessation of hostilities between the GoU and the LRA in 2006, 
relative peace has returned to Northern Uganda, and nearly all the formerly internally 
displaced persons have returned to their home areas and are rebuilding their lives. 
However, new dimensions of insecurities have continued to manifest themselves in 
different ways and many communities in Northern Uganda appear to be in a state of 
overt conflict. This frequently manifests itself in the form of collisions between com-
munities and government officials, violent community disputes over land and wide-
spread sexual and gender-based violence (Esuruku, 2019). The legacies of the civil 
conflict, driven by new and long-standing grievances such as the perceived historic 
marginalisation of Northern Uganda and a weak sense of national identity keep the 
communities in Northern Uganda in a state of latent conflict where trigger events can 
lead to a rapid escalation of violence. There is deep-seated anger about the pervasive 
impunity during the over two decades of armed conflict for the numerous cases of 
crimes against humanity and war crimes, as well as torture, extrajudicial executions 
and enforced disappearances by the LRA and the government forces (Esuruku, 2019).

Today, Northern Uganda is relatively peaceful, and the war-affected communities are 
rebuilding their lives. Although the armed conflict has come to an end, hostilities con-
tinue to explode into violence intermittently derailing the gains made in post-conflict 
recovery, development and peacebuilding. Conflict drivers such as land grabbing and 
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rivalry over natural resources affect the region. Many of the grievances that led to the 
outbreak of the civil conflict in the past continue to be raised by community leaders 
today (Esuruku, 2019). Politically engineered violent clashes over land are common 
in Northern Uganda and the most recent was in Apaa in Adjumani district that left 
6 people dead, 3 critically injured, and over 200 houses burned. The area is also af-
flicted by a decade-long dispute between the government and the communities dur-
ing which authorities have forcibly evicted communities who were settled in the East 
Ma’di Wildlife Game Reserve (HRW, 2023). 

The aftermath of displacement and resettlement, psychological trauma, reintegration 
of former combatants, children born in captivity, land conflicts and sexual and gen-
der-based violence (SGBV) continue to worry communities. The region is afflicted by 
unexplained severe neurological disorder that manifests as seizures, head nodding, 
cognitive impairment, multiple disabilities and affects only children called nodding 
syndrome. The region further exhibits the lowest indicators in the country in terms of 
poverty, economic and social opportunities, and human development (UNDP, 2015). 
Poverty rates in Northern Uganda are far higher than those in the rest of the country, 
while key development indicators such as infant mortality, maternal health, or the 
incidence of Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome 
(HIV/AIDS) also remain significantly worse in the Northern Uganda (GoU, 2014). 
Poverty breeds despair, disgruntlement, and potential conflict, especially if coupled 
with a sense of deliberate marginalisation and neglect when others within the country 
are becoming wealthier. This dynamic is often dangerously manipulated by commu-
nity and political leaders to strengthen their support base.

Currently, Northern Uganda is the largest refugee-hosting region in Uganda. The re-
gion has closed to 30 refugee settlements mainly in the West Nile and other parts of 
the region. This unprecedented mass influx of refugees in the region has put enor-
mous pressure on resources, particularly land, basic services, the capacity of human-
itarian and development partners to respond to the crisis, and the ability to maintain 
Uganda’s generous good practice refugee policy. The local communities hosting ref-
ugees are themselves in a precarious socioeconomic situation, impacted by food in-
security and malnutrition, suffering from limited access to basic social services and 
economic infrastructure, as well as scarce livelihood opportunities (UNHCR, 2017). 
The presence of refugees has exacerbated the situation of host communities by in-
creasing competition over limited social services, livelihood opportunities, and nat-
ural resources.

In order to address the specific reconstruction and recovery needs of conflict-affected 
Northern Uganda the GoU and Development Partners over the last 12 years imple-
mented the Peace Recovery and Development Plan (PRDP 1, 2, and 3) and other special 
programmes. These development programmes include the Development Initiative for 
Northern Uganda (DINU), Operation Wealth Creation (OWC), Project for the Resto-
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ration of Livelihoods in the Northern Region (PRELNOR), Northern Uganda Social Ac-
tion Fund (NUSAF), The Social Assistance Grants for Empowerment (SAGE) Scheme, 
The Regional Pastoral Livelihoods Resilience Project (RPLRP) and Refugee Settlement 
Transformative Agenda (STA) and Refugee and Host Population Empowerment (Re-
HoPE) in refugee-hosting districts.

However, there are challenges regarding the implementation of the development pro-
grammes, especially the PRDP. The ‘one-size-fits all’ approach is blind to the hetero
geneity of the war-affected region. For example, even the clustering of the districts 
in the PRDP region into three mutually exclusive sub-regions suffers from the same 
defects.1 The impact of the civil war was felt differently by communities in Northern 
Uganda. For example, in Acholi sub-region, which is the epicentre of the conflict, has 
an exceptional case of nodding disease syndrome. It is also important to note that the 
government’s efforts to rebuild the region through development programmes such as 
NURP, NUSAF and PRDP were driven by elite socioeconomic and political interests 
and succumbed to massive corruption. 

3.	 Theorising Peacebuilding and Post-war Recovery 
This study has adopted everyday peace to understand how collective norms and the 
use of radio programmes resulted in effective sanctions on the warring groups and 
the realisation of peace in Northern Uganda. Everyday peace refers to the practices 
and norms deployed by individuals and groups in deeply divided societies to avoid 
and minimise conflict and awkward situations at both inter- and intragroup levels 
(Mac Ginty, 2014; Richmond & Mitchell, 2011; Chandler, 2014). In this sense, everyday 
peace can be conflict-calming, providing enough social glue to prevent society from 
tipping from sustained tension to all-out war (Mac Ginty, 2014). However, everyday 
peace activities can also be conflict-provoking, especially when members of a group 
find the contact cross-community threatening (Mac Ginty, 2014; Mac Ginty & Rich-
mond, 2013). In the case of war in Northern Uganda, when the Dwog Cen Paco pro-
gramme was introduced on Radio Mega, some rebel commanders perceived it to be 
against LRA and even threatened to find and kill the radio programmers. Everyday 
peace involves unwritten and constantly evolving systems of governance that apply 
to inter- and intragroup relations (Hejnova, 2010). In the case of the Dwog Cen Paco 
programme, it was open-ended, ad hoc anti-war strategies.

Everyday peace is not formally taught, instead, it relies on sensitive perception and 
intuitive responses (Heyd, 1995). The principles are implicit, embedded within and be-
tween communities but rarely explicated (Cecil, 1989). Therefore, it is highly context-, 
location- and time-specific and relies on well-honed interpersonal skills. The Dwog 

1  PRDP districts were clustered as severely affected by civil war, sporadically affected and spillover 
districts which experienced the impact of the civil war. 
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Cen Paco programme was introduced to attempt to talk to the LRA, the UPDF, gov-
ernment officials, civil society, and communities to end violent conflicts and embrace 
peace in Northern Uganda. The programme managers had no formal experiences 
in anti-war as well as peace journalism, but most of them had experienced war and 
were living in war-affected environments. This exploration of bottom-up and com-
munity-level approaches to peace challenged the usual concentration on top-down 
approaches to peace advanced by governments and international organisations. Un-
like most who focus on top-down processes, the strategy of the Dwog Cen Paco was to 
demonstrate that what mattered was a productive interaction between top-down and 
bottom-up in an ideal scenario of the war in Northern Uganda. 

Everyday peace is dialogic in the sense that it relies on interaction, social recognition, 
and social responses (Mac Ginty, 2014; Skeggs, 1997). The strategies used by individ-
uals and groups and rely on reciprocity, or an unspoken pact whereby actors agree 
to abide by the same ground rules and operate within broadly shared parameters. 
Such ‘conversational contracts’ are social practices that are simultaneously ad hoc and 
scripted (Papacharissi, 2004). They are ad hoc in that the precise details may change 
according to the circumstances and individuals involved but scripted in the sense that 
mutually recognised boundaries pertain. In this way, individuals and groups are con-
stituted as both agents and subjects (Holland, 1998). In the case Dwog Cen Paco, radio 
presenters and the community leaders acted as mediators and agents of peace between 
the LRA and the UPDF. This was possible in the case of Northern Uganda where com-
munities and the LRA used the same language and were in a physical proximity that 
allows mutual observation.

The intragroup dimension of everyday peace reflects the variety in intensity of affilia-
tion likely to pertain within a group. To engage in such, requires skilful manoeuvring, 
a highly attuned emotional intelligence, ability to pick up on multiple signals, act upon 
them, and calibrate responses to a particular audience (Donnan & McFarlane, 1989). 
Given the sometimes violent intragroup policing and gatekeeping roles adopted by 
some community members as strongmen or rebel leaders, intragroup everyday peace 
skills can be crucial for self-preservation. Indeed, journalists in Northern Uganda 
sometimes had a tough time explaining themselves to authorities especially whenever 
information was perceived to be unacceptable (Laker, 2019). Here, the structural and 
long-term nature of communal fissures might mean that people and groups have sen-
sitised alertness or awareness that misjudgement and misunderstanding could have 
dire consequences (Hughes et al., 2008). As a result, people may go out of their way 
to avoid offending and to be deliberately polite to out-group members during periods 
of calm. Self-restraint is almost subliminal, part of their collective consciousness but 
unspoken (Bailey, 1996).

Everyday peace also offers a robust framework with a range of innovations that fit 
very well with community development practice. Everyday peace can only be enact-
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ed from the bottom up, so community development’s focus on locally led initiatives, 
active participation and subsidiarity provide theory and tools that support the fur-
therance of everyday peace practices (Eversley et al., 2023). Layering everyday peace 
with community development offers deeply divided societies a realistic ‘real- world’ 
approach that addresses issues of conflict and attempts to ameliorate them gently, in 
a way that does not cause further harm. Everyday peace strengthens people’s agency 
and celebrates the small, everyday peaceful actions that people take to promote peace 
(Eversley et al., 2023). Over time, these small, micro-solidarities may accrue into a 
situation where deeply divided societies can coexist non-violently side-by-side, if not 
as friends, at least as functioning neighbours. A key advantage of this approach is 
that it builds on the pre-existing social practices of a majority of people, and through 
consciousness-raising, allows ordinary people to potentially act for peace with greater 
agency via everyday activities.

4.	 Research Methodology 
This study on anti-war activism prioritised local voices, perspectives, and experiences, 
and examined the role of community radio in peacebuilding and postwar develop-
ment in Northern Uganda. Radio Mega was chosen because its programming ad-
dressed issues relevant to the war, displacement, peace talks, and postwar trauma and 
development challenges. The choice of Radio Mega enabled the researcher to explore 
the complex experiences and perspectives of individuals and communities affected 
by war in Northern Uganda. Radio Mega’s interactive programmes and call-in-shows 
facilitated community engagement and discussion, providing a unique opportunity 
for the stakeholders to exchange experiences and perspectives on war, its impacts, 
and their appeals for peace. Radio Mega’s programming reached government offi-
cials, armed forces, and the LRA. It also reached the marginalised groups, including 
internally displaced persons, returnees, and ex-combatants. Radio Mega’s Dwong Cen 
Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat programmes enabled the researcher to capture 
the nuanced experiences and perspectives of participants, providing rich and contex-
tualised information.

Through in-depth interviews, the researcher collected information from the commu-
nity radio station managers and staff, the local peacebuilding organisations, and ac-
tivists, and the war-affected community members. The researcher asked specific ques-
tions about what was discussed on Radio Mega during the war and post-war events, 
incidents and their impacts. The researcher emphasised personal experiences, rather 
than opinions or generalisations such as how individuals’ or communities’ daily lives 
were affected during and after the war in Northern Uganda. During the Focus Group 
Discussions (FDGs) in Gulu City and Amuru district, we discussed the experience of 
war, displacement, reconciliation, forgiveness and post-war experiences in Northern 
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Uganda that transpired in Radio Mega’s Dwong Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and 
Teyat programmes. 

The researcher also talked to journalists who observed the operations, programming, 
and interactions at Radio Mega during the war and its aftermath. The researcher an-
alysed radio programme contents, especially Dwong Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, 
and Teyat to enable him to gain deep insights into the role of community radios in 
peacebuilding and post-war development. The interviews with Radio Mega staff, 
community leaders, and experts helped the researcher to understand the context of 
the war, displacement, peace talks, and post-war trauma and development challeng-
es in Northern Uganda. By using the observation research method, the researcher 
gained a nuanced understanding of how community radios contribute to peacebuild-
ing and post-war development in Northern Uganda, and how these efforts impact 
local communities.

5.	 Establishment of Mega FM and its Objectives 
Mega FM is one of the leading radio stations in Northern Uganda and it is bubbling 
on the frequency 102.1 and 103.1 FM. It became the successor to Radio Freedom as 
the primary radio station operated by the Uganda People’s Defense Forces (UPDF) and 
the community. After reorganising the contribution made by Radio Freedom, there 
was a real need for well-trained media practitioners as well as radio programmers as a 
way to promote peace during the civil war and later in the post-war recovery period. 
Whereas Radio Freedom could broadcast only in the current Gulu city area, Radio 
Mega’s signal strength covered the entire Northern Uganda, the eastern Democratic 
Republic of Congo and parts of southern Sudan. Radio Mega retained most of the 
trained and experienced radio presenters who were working for Radio Freedom to 
enable it to immediately start its operation. Although Radio Mega was no longer as-
sociated with the military, the staff that had stayed on from Radio Freedom had con-
nections with the military that gave Radio Mega access when it came to featuring rebel 
returnees’ voices on air to encourage demobilisation (Ross, 2016). 

Radio Mega was established to bridge the information and communication gap with 
the view of enhancing the peace process and encouraging development in the re-
gion. The radio station was initiated as part of a 5-year joint initiative by the Unit-
ed Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID) and the GoU. The 
objective of the radio is to provide the populations of Northern Uganda, especially 
the Acholi sub-region with information to help increase opportunities for the public 
to address conflict, peace, and development issues. The station carries a wide range 
of programmes featuring news, drama, and cultural events, as well as other specific 
programmes covering themes in development, human rights, and conflict reduction.
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Today the transmission tower of Radio Mega still rises from the centre of Gulu town, 
transmitting talk shows and the latest Ugandan music to listeners across Northern 
Uganda. But it also serves as a memorial of peace, transitional justice, and post-war 
development for the brutal war between the LRA and NRA which totally destroyed 
Northern Uganda and killed hundreds of civilians (Green, 2012). The station has 
played a major role in encouraging the LRA to abandon rebellion and embrace peace 
as well as development. The LRA leadership reportedly listened to the station, and on 
a number of occasions joined radio phone-in talk shows and held follow-up discus-
sions with government and civil society representatives (Green, 2012). For example, 
on 29 August 2006, the deputy leader of the LRA called Mega FM and used this plat-
form to declare an end to hostilities following the signing of an agreement between 
the GoU and the LRA in Juba.

As a community radio, Mega FM provides access to relevant, timely and accurate 
information aimed at increasing opportunities for engagement in peacebuilding and 
development. It broadcasts programmes on human rights abuses, justice, corruption, 
and reconciliation. It has linked community leaders, government officials and reli-
gious leaders to dialogue on a range of issues resulting in forthright conversation on 
peace and post-war recovery. The community radio has played a significant role in 
averting violence between the Lango and Acholi by broadcasting peace messages and 
giving airtime to the authorities to appeal for calm following the killings at Barlonyo 
by the LRA (Ginifer, 2006). By playing Acholi music, which traditionally contains 
commentaries on social issues and conflict, Radio Mega has contributed to reflection 
on the causes and consequences of the civil war in Northern Uganda (Mega FM, 2011).

Since the establishment of the community radio, there was an attempt to engage the 
rebels in a peace dialogue, to offer a forum for communities to discuss peace, and 
justice so that family members whose children were kidnapped by the LRA could 
plead for their release. Radio Mega was useful in mobilising and appealing to those 
abducted by the LRA to return to their reception centres and their villages. Members 
of Northern Uganda’s radio fraternity took their role as peacemakers very seriously. 
They frequently draw contrasts between their response to the conflict in their com-
munity and the Rwandan genocide, where radio was used to incite murder. The pri-
mary message of the community radio was that Northern Uganda needed peace, and 
the target audience was not necessarily the community, but the rebels as well as the 
government soldiers who were within reach of the station’s signal. Radio Mega devel-
oped programmes to discuss amnesty and traditional justice, sometimes with support 
from NGOs, and they invited people from all walks of life to record messages of peace. 
These included the traditional leaders, parents, and even schoolchildren.

During the height of the conflict in December 2002 two months after the station was 
launched, the leader of the LRA, Joseph Kony, called during a talk show programme 
and people heard his voice after a long – and for some, it was the first – time. He was 
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perceived by listeners to be friendly, but he blamed the government for being realistic 
about peace in Northern Uganda. That marked the beginning of Kony and his agents 
using local radio stations to communicate with government officials and communities 
directly until the government perceived the communication of the rebels to be prop-
aganda and prohibited radio stations from running interviews with the rebels with-
out the authority of the government. During this period, Mega’s flagship programme 
Dwag Paco became very popular; communities used it to communicate with the rebel 
leaders to return their children who were forcibly conscripted by the LRA. The host of 
the programme, John Lacambel, would bring former child soldiers to the programme 
to describe their return and how communities have received them to encourage the 
LRA to set them free. The Dwag Paco programme was not only promoting peace and 
reconciliation, but it encouraged many rebels to defect and return to their commu-
nities.

Following the signing of the Cessation of Hostilities agreement between the GoU and 
the LRA, communities started to return to their villages. Radio Mega and other ra-
dio stations in Northern Uganda have played a central role in the demobilisation 
and resettlement of the Internal Displaced Peoples (IDPs) in their villages. Today, the 
northern region especially Gulu City is booming, and Northern Uganda is now in 
the process of recovery and stability. Therefore, Radio Mega and other radio stations 
have played their roles during the transition from civil war to peace. Other important 
issues addressed in the talk shows include amnesty for the rebel forces, transitional 
justice and reconciliation and post-war recovery and development. Together with the 
local government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the community, Ra-
dio Mega has continued to address post-war issues such as land grabbing, food secu-
rity, education, and basic health.

6.	 Broadcasting Peace, Reconciliation and 
Development

In 1986 when the civil war in Northern Uganda started, various options to pursue 
peace were explored but with limited tangible results. Barely six months into the civil 
war, the Acholi elders with the support of President Museveni signed a peace accord  
(Bainomugisha & Tumushabe, 2005). This was followed by the Betty Bigombe-led ini-
tiative of 1993–1994, the Kacoke Madit, A Diaspora Peace Initiative in 1998, the Nairobi 
Peace Agreement of 1999 and the Carter Centre-led peace initiative. These various ini
tiatives demonstrated that there was a longing to end the civil war and restore peace 
in Northern Uganda and the Acholi sub-region in particular. These earlier initiatives 
to search for peace were followed by the Juba peace talks in Southern Sudan which 
started in July 2006, and negotiations were concluded in February 2008. However, the 
final peace agreement was not signed by the LRA leader, Joseph Kony, who requested 
further clarifications about the provisions of the annexe on the implementation of the 
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accountability and reconciliation agreement. This annexe provides for the creation of 
a special branch of the High Court to try rebels for serious crimes, while lesser crimes 
will be dealt with by traditional justice mechanisms as part of a broader reconciliation 
process. Kony’s failure to sign the peace agreement created uncertainty about the state 
of the peace process.

During these delays, the cessation of hostilities agreement between the GoU and the 
LRA expired, and the government declined to extend it. President Museveni instead 
authorised his forces to resume military operations against the LRA. In April 2008, the 
LRA was sighted by Sudanese officials to have moved to the Central African Republic 
(CAR), fuelling speculation that the LRA may have forged links with Sudan-backed 
rebels operating in CAR. There was also speculation that that the Sudanese govern-
ment was interested in ensuring that the LRA survives as a potential proxy militia in 
Southern Sudan should the Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the govern-
ment of Sudan and the southern Sudanese collapse. In April 2008, LRA strength was 
reported to be 1,200 fighters, almost half of which were civilians from CAR, Sudan 
and the Democratic Republic of the Congo who had been abducted in the preceding 
three months (HRW, 2009).

Radio Mega played a central role during the entire peace negotiations by providing 
feedback to the communities and encouraging the communities to remain hopeful for 
the return of peace. Religious and community leaders who participated in the Dwog 
Cen Paco, Teyat and Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme urged the government and the 
LRA to give peace a chance. They maintained that the greatest achievement of the Juba 
peace talks between the government and the LRA was the signing of the Cessation 
of Hostilities Agreement which resulted in substantial improvements in the security 
conditions and in humanitarian access. In February 2008, five other agreements were 
signed, and these were an annexe on the implementation of the accountability and 
reconciliation agreement; an annexe on the implementation of comprehensive solu-
tions; a permanent ceasefire; an agreement on disarmament, demobilisation and re-
integration, and an agreement on implementation and monitoring mechanisms. The 
discussion of the contents and the application of the agreements were the main part 
of Radio Mega’s legendary Dwog Cen Paco programme. Below, I discuss into detail the 
Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat programmes.

6.1	 Dwong Cen Paco (Come Back Home)

Dwog Cen Paco is one of Radio Mega’s classic programmes that persuaded the LRA to 
abandon rebellion and embrace peace in Northern Uganda. Dwog Cen Paco, meaning 
“Come Home” in the Acholi language, was a groundbreaking programme on Radio 
Mega that played a significant role in promoting peace and reconciliation in North-
ern Uganda. Launched in the early 2000s, Dwog Cen Paco was a pioneering radio 
programme aimed at encouraging the LRA rebels to abandon their armed struggle 
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and return home (James, 2004; Ross, 2016). The programme was hosted by local pre-
senters who spoke the Acholi language, making it accessible to the target audience. 
Initially, the show focused on broadcasting messages of peace, forgiveness, and rec-
onciliation from community leaders, religious leaders, and family members of those 
in captivity. Over time, the programme evolved to include testimonials from former 
LRA combatants who had defected, sharing their experiences and encouraging others 
to follow suit.

At the height of the conflict in Northern Uganda, various methods were employed 
to reach out to LRA fighters, urging them to abandon rebellion and return home. 
John Oryema Lacambel was the face of the Dwong Cen Paco programme. Lacambel, 
through the radio programme, persuaded hundreds of LRA combatants to abandon 
rebellion. He played traditional Acholi music and persuaded many LRA fighters to 
surrender. He also involved prominent Acholi elders, like Abur, Purudi, and Yutiko 
Okello to appear on the programme to persuade the LRA to abandon rebellion and 
return home (Ogora, 2018). He was popular with the LRA and government soldiers 
and sometimes acted as a mediator. He travelled numerous times to meet the LRA and 
convey critical messages from the government. Whenever ex-combatants returned 
home, Lacambel welcomed them and reoriented them into the community (Otim, 
2009; Ogora, 2018). For example, senior ranking officers like Daniel Hillary Lagen 
and Kenneth Banya appeared on the Dwog Cen Paco radio programme to persuade 
others to return.

Dwog Cen Paco was instrumental in creating a culture of peace and promoting di-
alogue between the LRA, the government, and the affected communities. The pro-
gramme helped to demystify the LRA’s ideology and encouraged rebels to question 
their motives and actions. Through sharing stories of hope, forgiveness, and reintegra-
tion, the programme inspired many LRA combatants to surrender and return home. 
Dwog Cen Paco played a crucial role in supporting the Juba Peace Talks (2006–2008) 
and the subsequent amnesty process, which led to the release of thousands of former 
LRA combatants. The programme’s impact extended beyond the LRA, contributing to 
a broader culture of peace and reconciliation in Northern Uganda.

6.2	 Lok Atyer Kamaleng (Straight Talk)

Lok Atyer Kamaleng, also known as “Straight Talk” is a programme that specifical-
ly focuses on Sexual and Reproductive Health (SRH), HIV/AIDS prevention, and 
life skills in war and post-war environments. Lok Atyer Kamaleng targeted youth in 
Northern Uganda, particularly those affected by conflict and living in IDP camps. The 
main objectives of the programme were to equip youth with accurate SRH informa-
tion, promote healthy behaviours and decision-making, reduce HIV/AIDS and STIs, 
and support psychosocial well-being. During the war in Northern Uganda, the situ-
ation in internally displaced persons camps was quite dire, especially for women and 
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girls. The most common gender-based violence was rape, forced marriage, sex slavery, 
physical and emotional abuse, and stigma and shame surrounding sexual violence 
(Kinyanda at al., 2010).

In conflict contexts, SRH is often severely compromised, leading to increased vulne
rability and health risks for individuals, especially women and girls (Hedström, 2023). 
In Northern Uganda, there was disruption of healthcare services, limited access to 
reproductive health commodities, increased sexual violence and exploitation, forced 
marriage and childbearing, trauma, stress, and mental health issues, displacement and 
loss of social support networks, increased risk of HIV/AIDS and STIs, and pregnan-
cies complicated by malnutrition and poor healthcare. In the context of the war, GoU, 
international organisations, and CBOs were involved in addressing gender-based vi-
olence, sexual slavery and human trafficking, forced abortions or pregnancies, child 
marriage and early pregnancy, and access to menstrual hygiene and sanitation.

The Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme demonstrated the importance of culturally re-
sponsive programming in achieving effective and sustainable outcomes in SRH ed-
ucation among the Acholi people. The programme involved peer education and 
mentorship, community outreach and engagement, and radio broadcasts and media 
campaigns. Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme worked with local leaders and organ-
isations to improve SRH knowledge and awareness, increase condom use and HIV 
testing, reduce teenage pregnancy and STIs, and enhance youth empowerment and 
confidence. Lok Atyer Kamaleng was supported by the GoU, UN agencies (UNICEF, 
UNFPA), NGOs (e. g., Straight Talk Foundation), and local community organisations. 
For example, UNFPA provided a Minimum Initial Service Package (MISP) for SRH 
following the WHO’s Guidelines for Reproductive Health in Humanitarian Settings. 
There was community-based distribution of reproductive health commodities and 
capacity building for local healthcare providers in the IDPs.

The Lok Atyer Kamaleng programme has been culturally sensitive and responsive to 
the needs of the Acholi community in Northern Uganda. The programme materials 
and sessions were conducted mainly in Acholi language. The programme encouraged 
traditional values such as respect for Acholi customs, norms, and beliefs. The local 
leaders, elders, and cultural institutions were involved in teaching the Acholi tradi-
tional values to the youth. The Acholi elders used Acholi proverbs, stories, and folk-
lore to convey SRH messages. The Lok Atyer Kamaleng also incorporated tradition-
al music and dance, and drama in outreach activities. However, the challenges were 
balancing cultural sensitivity with universal SRH principles, addressing cultural and 
social norms hindering SRH progress, and ensuring community ownership and sus-
tainability.
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6.3	 Teyat (Stakeholders Dialogues)

Radio Mega’s Teyat programme played a crucial role in promoting everyday peace in 
Northern Uganda by providing a platform for dialogue and reconciliation between 
the LRA, the GoU, and the affected communities. Teyat provided a neutral platform 
for stakeholders to engage in constructive conversation, helping to build trust and 
understanding. The programme empowered community members to share their ex-
periences, concerns, and ideas, ensuring that their perspectives were heard and val-
ued. Through sharing stories and experiences, Teyat encouraged empathy and un-
derstanding among stakeholders, helping to break down stereotypes and mistrust 
(Aciro, 2017). Teyat brought together diverse stakeholders, including former comba
tants, community leaders, and government officials, to work towards a shared vision 
of peace. The programme mobilised stakeholders to work together on joint initiatives, 
promoting collective action for peace and development. Through Teyat, Radio Mega 
demonstrated the power of everyday peace in transforming conflicts and building 
more just and peaceful societies.

Teyat programme played a significant role in promoting peacebuilding and post-war 
development in Northern Uganda. Teyat facilitated community discussions, fostering 
dialogue and encouraging collective action towards peace and development. The pro-
gramme addressed local conflicts, providing a platform for resolution and promoting 
peaceful coexistence. Teyat supported reconciliation efforts, helping to heal wounds 
and rebuild relationships within communities (Otim, 2009). The programme educat-
ed listeners about peacebuilding, conflict resolution, and human rights, empowering 
them to become agents of change. Teyat provided a platform for local voices, stories, 
and concerns, ensuring that community perspectives were heard and addressed. The 
programme brought together local leaders, organisations, and stakeholders to work 
towards common goals, promoting collaboration and cooperation.

Teyat addressed post-war challenges, such as rehabilitation, reintegration, and eco-
nomic recovery, supporting communities in rebuilding their lives. The programme 
celebrated local culture, promoting cultural heritage and identity, and helping to re-
build community pride. Teyat supported community-led initiatives, empowering lo-
cal communities to take ownership of their peacebuilding and development processes. 
The programme allowed communities to hold leaders and organisations accounta-
ble, ensuring that their concerns were addressed and their voices were heard (Aciro, 
2017). The Teyat programme played a significant role in promoting peacebuilding and 
post-war development in Northern Uganda. The programme broadcasts messages of 
peace, forgiveness, and reconciliation, promoting a culture of peace. It supported rec-
onciliation initiatives, bringing together former combatants, victims, and community 
members. The programme fostered social cohesion by addressing issues affecting the 
community, such as land rights and cultural heritage
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Teyat facilitated the reintegration of former combatants into their communities, pro-
moting social acceptance. For example, honest conversations between communities 
and ex-rebels encouraged trust-building, reconciliation, and forgiveness. Teyat am-
plified a programme that was begun by the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative 
(ARLPI) and the Acholi Cultural Leaders known as wan acel pi kuc (“we are one for 
peace”) which persuaded the government to grant a blanket amnesty to all former 
rebels who wilfully come back without fear of prosecution. In a memorandum to the 
GoU, ARLPI declared that LRA should be given total amnesty as opposed to a par-
tial one because it reflected the concerns of the Acholi people. The Acholi cultural 
leaders have played a pertinent role in ensuring that those who return are reinte-
grated into the community through traditional justice mechanisms of reconciliation 
(Ojok, 2014). Teyat programme encouraged community-led initiatives, empowering 
local communities to take ownership of peacebuilding and development. It facilitated 
partnerships between local organisations, government, and international stakehold-
ers, enhancing coordination and resource mobilisation. The programme monitored 
and evaluated peacebuilding and development efforts, ensuring accountability and 
informed decision-making.

In reporting and informing the general public, radio Mega shaped public opinion and 
framed a narrative that in a way influenced directly and indirectly the peace processes 
by relaying information directly to those involved in the negotiations. Communities 
during the Dwog Cen Paco and Teyat programmes raised sensitive issues about ac-
countability and reintegration of the former rebel fighters into their communities. In 
order to address these questions, Radio Mega from time to time invited experts on 
transitional justice matters to respond to technical community questions. While it 
is true that media cannot create peace, they can contribute to an environment where 
people can more easily communicate, understand current situations, visualise the im-
plications of their actions, and understand each other’s points of view. Therefore, the 
contribution made by Radio Mega should be considered as an investment in peace 
and the overall post-war development agenda.

7.	 Return, Recovery and Post-war Development 
Return, recovery, and development concerns of the communities affected by over two 
decades of civil war can be daunting. This was one of the major concerns addressed by 
the Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat programmes. Defining post-war 
recovery and development is not a straightforward task. Civil wars cause momen-
tous changes in the structure of the economy. Recovery is a process of socioeconom-
ic transformation and not the mere restoration of past structures and dynamics, or 
a simple return to pre-war levels and trends (UNDP, 2008). Therefore, recovery is 
multidimensional and takes time. Post-war recovery policy must begin with a robust 
understanding of the indigenous drivers of recovery. Civil war also undermines the le-
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gitimacy of the state, and the post-war leadership must work to re-establish legitimacy 
by including all major stakeholders in social and economic processes. In particular, 
it must strive to bridge inequalities between different groups. Similarly, it needs to 
rebuild its authority by re-establishing a social contract and regaining the ability to 
introduce and implement the required policy regime.

Since the signing of the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement, about half of the more than 
1.8 million IDPs returned to their villages or have moved to transit locations nearer 
to their villages. However, the return and resettlement were faced with a number of 
obstacles. Many IDPs were reluctant to go home in the absence of a final peace agree-
ment and lack of basic services such as schools and health centres. Radio Mega pro-
vided a platform for policy designers, implementers, and post-war communities to 
candidly discuss. Some of the concerns raised by the communities were the lack of ac-
cess to basic services and security guarantees as a major obstacle to the return process. 
Concerns about crime and the insufficient capacity of the police and the judicial sys-
tem to respond to the needs of the communities also affected the return process. There 
were worries about landmines and other unexploded ordnance which were intact in 
villages. In areas neighbouring Karamoja, communities feared attacks by Karamojong 
warriors who had guns and were cruel.

In Teso sub-region unlike in the Acholi sub-region there where about 36,000 people 
(29 %) returned to their villages, 76,000 people (61 %) remained in camps, and 21,000 
(17 %) were in transit sites. In Lango sub-region, the last remaining IDP camp was de-
gazetted, and officially there are no more IDPs in the sub-region. However, thousands 
of people remain in former IDP camps, including 669 people who are considered ex-
tremely vulnerable (IDMC 2008). A survey conducted by Action Against Hunger in 
Lira immediately after the return of the displaced people indicated that the mortality 
rate in the sub-region was higher than in the Acholi sub-region where the majority 
of people were still in the IDP camps. Although the high number of child mortality 
could have been due to a lack of basic social services in return areas, communities 
accused the government of negligence. 

The overall impact of the conflict on young people in Northern Uganda has been 
acute. The LRA largely consists of abducted children who have been forced to become 
child soldiers or sex slaves to commanding officers. Since the beginning of the conflict 
in 1988, an estimated 25,000 children have been abducted and the LRA resisted inter-
national calls to release all the women and children in their custody (UNICEF, 2008). 
Radio Mega and other community radios continued to encourage the LRA leader-
ship to release the abducted children and women in their custody. In relation to this 
discussion, there were fears the population of Northern Uganda is young and many 
young people have no memories or experience of rural life and have grown used to 
living in IDP camps with relatively easy access to services. There was uncertainty that 
if no adequate provision was made for these young people, some of them may drift 
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back to those camps that would continue to exist as trading centres, or to towns such 
as Gulu, Kitgum, and Pader. The failure to address the problem of the youth could lead 
to rapidly increasing levels of crime and a deteriorating security situation, as returnees 
become the victims of estranged youth gangs.

After having lived in the IDP camps for many years, most returnees had almost noth-
ing to take to their villages. They had to build homes and clear their land for plant-
ing, and few had alternative livelihood plans. The returns process was generating new 
protection concerns, in relation to the elderly and people living with disabilities. It 
was also noted that extremely vulnerable individuals, such as the elderly and people 
with disabilities were unable to return to their village. Some of the vulnerable groups 
of people said that they were unable to build houses for themselves in their original 
villages or even provide for themselves in the new setting. Humanitarian conditions 
in the IDP camps remain very poor, while conditions in some transit sites are even 
worse, with very little access to clean water and sanitation. There was an urgent need 
for early recovery, development, and institutional capacity building to be scaled up 
in the north. The long-awaited launch of the Peace, Recovery and Development Plan 
(PRDP) in October 2007 represented a first step, but there were significant uncertain-
ties about its implementation which was planned to start on 1 July 2008. 

Another major apprehension discussed by the communities on Radio Mega was the 
voluntary nature of the return of the IDPs to their villages. Some of the landowners 
on which the IDP camps were located put pressure on IDPs to leave the camps, and 
in some cases forced evictions have been reported in Koro, Gulu district. In Atiak 
in Amuru district, the local government initiated evictions of IDPs on the grounds 
that the land was needed for staff houses. However, section 3.4 of the National Policy 
for Internally Displaced Persons gives IDPs the right not to be forcibly returned, and 
to choose freely whether to return or to settle in another part of the country (GoU, 
2004). These issues pushed the government to develop guidelines and conditions for 
phasing out IDP camps.

Radio Mega has continued to broadcast educational content, including formal school-
ing, adult literacy classes, vocational training, and life skills development, enabling 
individuals to acquire new skills and improve their employability. It has provided en-
trepreneurs and local businesses with a platform to showcase their products and ser-
vices to a wider audience. It has also promoted local tourism, handicrafts, and other 
economic activities, thus stimulating the local economy. Together with NGOs and 
development partners, Radio Mega broadcasted awareness raising in the areas of pre-
ventive health measures, family planning, immunisation programmes, and hygiene 
practices in the post-war environment. It has also connected rural communities to 
healthcare experts and specialists through interactive shows. 
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8.	 Conclusions 
Community radio can play an impact role in conflict mitigation, peacebuilding 
and post-war recovery and development. Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and 
Teyat programmes of Radio Mega centred around these issues as well as providing 
entertainment for the post-war communities in Northern Uganda. Community ra-
dio can be an important player and indeed an essential part of the transition and 
preservation of peace in war-affected areas. It offered an alternative methodology of 
conflict prevention and peacebuilding by offering platforms where people could talk, 
clear misunderstandings, and identify issues of mistrust. Radio Mega’s flagship pro-
gramme Dwog Cen Paco has immensely contributed to resolving the civil war as well 
as post-war recovery in Northern Uganda by bringing the warring parties and the 
war faceted to address their concerns. Dwog Cen Paco, Lok Atyer Kamaleng, and Teyat 
programmes helped to cast a light on societal inadequacies, structural imbalances, 
poverty, resource or land disputes, and corruption during the civil war and the post-
war era. During the resettlement period of the IDPs, Radio Mega and other commu-
nity radios raised signals to potential conflict triggers, growing misinformation, the 
upsurge of specific disagreements, and escalation of tensions, especially around land 
ownership and boundaries.

By allowing diverse voices to be heard, supplying credible information, and reach-
ing a large audience, Radio Mega earned the trust of warring parties as well as the 
war-affected communities. Overall, broadcasting has the potential to bring positive 
social change and accelerate post-war development by empowering communities 
with knowledge, information, and resources necessary for sustainable progress. Pro-
fessional independent radio thus strengthens democracy and provides the foundation 
for sustainable peace. The Northern Uganda experience teaches us that well-designed 
anti-war programmes involving trained professionals can contribute greatly to pre-
venting and ending violent conflict.
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1.	 Introduction: Fields of Hope
“Shall I take the next left coming up?” I asked Charlotte, my co-researcher and 
navigator on our field research trip in the province of the Western Cape’s inte-
rior, the Swartland. We had just concluded a strategic meeting which another of 
our research partners1, Fabian Hartzenberg from the Peter Clarke Arts Centre, 
had facilitated with a senior advisor in the Western Cape Education Department 
and were heading back to the city. Our discussion came at the end of yet another 
in-service/Professional Teacher Development programme undertaken at a local 
high school in the bustling, rural town of Malmesbury2. At this stage of our jour-
ney along country back roads we had whizzed by large wheat farms, with bright 
open skies, some 70kms outside of Cape Town. Cool Atlantic Sea breezes wash 
this part of the land that is often parched and windblown. “Such idyllic fresh air,” 
Charlotte said lifting her head briefly from Google Maps App and her mobile. 
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2  This school was chosen by the Western Cape Education Department as a focus school for the arts 
post-apartheid. The area is characterised by being a Coloured farming community, showing huge 
inequalities amongst the people as the majority are living lives in poverty. 
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“Pity the wind turbines … but I guess we need them given our energy crisis,”3 I 
quipped. Charlotte responded: “It’s everywhere …  in Europe too now with the 
complications of the war in Ukraine” (she sighed deeply). “Hopefields!” Charlotte 
exclaimed as a signpost indicated a tiny village. “How ironic,” I smiled. We decided 
this was the perfect place to stop, parked the car in front of the Bees Café, the café 
of a bee farm that also served as the village shop for handicraft souvenirs from the 
area. We decided to sit at a table in front of the café looking on the road and the 
village’s Dutch colonial style white church. We both wondered how quiet it was in 
Hopefields on a Saturday afternoon. While having our coffee and carrot cake we 
reflected on our encounter this morning and how it had propelled us into thinking 
about a further round of engagement with embodied-artistic pedagogies. It was 
reassuring to find ourselves in such a highly receptive space. All agreed that more 
teachers engaging with the arts in systematic ways would be a cornerstone to the 
success and strengthening of arts in schools’ curricula and our specific work of 
integrating arts also as ways of working through the arts. We felt emboldened 
by their commitment and agreed that even more careful work and strategies to 
support teachers (and learners) would have to be investigated to be deployed and 
advance learning experiences of children also in these rural classrooms. And, that 
more work must be done. We agreed that it’s ‘Fields of Hope’ we need if we are to 
tackle our challenges. Working with the arts might be one approach to create such 
fields or spaces in educational settings. (Gerard M. Samuel, co-researcher)

2.	 Exploring ‘Fields of Hope’ Through Arts-based 
Inquiry, Participatory Research, and Hermeneutic 
Phenomenological Reflection

The focus of this article lies in the intersection of ideas of arts-, peace- and teacher 
education. It questions the relationship between arts education and peace education, 
and asks what might be crucial in a pedagogy of arts to foster experiences of impor-
tance to peace in a community? To cast light on these questions we discuss the out-
come of a hermeneutic phenomenological analysis (van Manen, 1990) of our work 
with students of Pre-Service Teacher Education in Dance that evinces experiences of 
peace. 

During 2017–2020 we were an intercultural group of artist/researcher/teachers (a/r/
tographers (Irwin, 2004)) from different institutions in South Africa and Denmark 
that for the four years worked with the same school class in Cape Town in intensive 
workshop weeks twice a year aiming at developing an embodied-artistic pedagogy. 

3  South Africans across the country have been experiencing unprecedented levels of instability in 
energy supply for over 5 years. This has resulted in power/electricity outages that can last up to 4 
x 2,5 hours in a day. Energy supply is problematically housed in one service provider with infra-
structural and governance systems that are failing. The knock-on effect results in major stresses in 
education, health, and tourism sectors.
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The group created a workshop format in the cross-over between dance and visual 
arts. This article reports a hermeneutic phenomenological analysis (van Manen, 1990) 
of material from an extended enquiry which included workshops with postgraduate 
teaching focused university students in South Africa during 2023.

In our work – both in the educational approach of the workshops and the research 
methodology  – philosophically we have a phenomenological standpoint (Mer-
leau-Ponty, 1962). This is because the idea that as human beings we are always phys-
ically intertwined with each other and the surrounding world, resonates with the re-
search questions that we explore. For example, what does it mean for educational 
processes to take embodiment into account? From a phenomenological perspective 
the physical dimension is also interconnected with the psychological dimension of 
living. Therefore, to have an experience in an educational space such as classrooms 
and at universities with others always happens as inter-personal processes.

By use of a research methodology combining arts-based inquiry (Jones  & Leavy, 
2014), participatory research (Reason & Bradbury, 2008) and hermeneutic phenom-
enological reflection (van Manen, 1990) we have attempted to capture experiences of 
participants as they were directly involved in creating the empirical material for anal-
ysis. Creative expression formats (text and drawings) also contributed to exploring 
what is specific about the educational space being created in the workshops. Through 
a hermeneutic phenomenological approach of analysis (van Manen, 1990) we can cre-
ate deeper understandings of what meaning the students make of experienced phe-
nomena and we can make visible what themes turn out to be central for experiences in 
the space that we create. Van Manen (1990, p. 7) highlights that descriptions of “signif-
icant moments” are central to understanding human experience and lived meanings. 
Descriptions of such moments “may provide opportunities for reflecting pedagogi-
cally on actions, situations, and relations of teaching” (van Manen, 1990, p. 54). The 
process of selecting, analysing and interpreting such moments is a three-step process 
as described by Max van Manen (1990, pp. 92–95). It starts by a first “holistic reading” 
of all the texts produced by the students about experiences which they have charac-
terised as “significant moments” to determine what are overall themes of importance 
to them. The next step is a “selected reading” of extracts that we marked in the first 
reading, here we gave them headings to help organising the texts in different cate-
gories. The third reading process is a “detailed reading” of the extracts to determine 
what are sub-themes or qualities we get insights to in relation to the overall categories. 
Finally, short interpreting texts about the sub-themes are written in relation to the 
extracts. Van Manen (1990, p. 74) describes what we might call a fourth step which he 
terms “consulting phenomenological literature.” This research process is an abductive 
process in which theory and concepts from literature are not guiding the reading, but 
adding to the reading in discussion with what we found through the analysis to help 
understand more about the themes that were found. Hence, we are not presenting a 
framework of peace education concepts at the outset, but use concepts from this field 
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of study to discuss what we found in the analysis that we might understand better 
when adding this lens.

Our research might also be said to lie within a framework of (post)qualitative inquiry 
(Le Grange, 2018) as it reveals how a valuing of the positionality of our participants 
and ourselves in this new phase of our project can add to a deeper reflexive knowl-
edge, and to understand what was the context that we had to consider, for example 
when asking university students to come to campus during a period of strong student 
protest movements. Moreover, it can help to critically cast light on: 1) why we have 
come to develop this approach to teaching, 2) what constrains and/or liberates us in 
our engagement with the Dance curriculum in the CAPS document4, and 3) how we 
navigate the intersection of our work in the Arts, and in Dance Education Studies in 
particular with other subject specific areas. 

Prior to the workshops with the UCT students upon being informed of the purpose 
of our project, how data would be handled and stored, and of their right to withdraw 
from the project at any given time until articles had been published, students had 
readily agreed to participate in the activities and had granted us their written permis-
sion slips. As the situation in South Africa around the start of the academic year of 
UCT in February 2023, was one of rising tension due to students’ protests there was a 
need to ask ourselves also more specific ethical questions. To start with, we questioned 
whether we would even be able to do anything with students this week as we were not 
sure if it was going to be safe. Twice we cancelled the planned workshop and once the 
situation eased a bit and we thought we would be able to do it, we started considering 
which room we should choose for it. This was important so that the students would 
not be exposed for people on campus to see that they had come for a teaching activity 
when there were student protests led by the student unions and asking students not 
to go to lectures. Could we ethically carry on? And if so, could or should we perhaps 
move to a different place? For example, to the Zeitz MOCAA museum in the city cen-
tre that we had previously worked at for part of the school project? We also consid-
ered how important our workshops were for the students – would we be letting them 
down, if we cancelled? The turning point for deciding to cancel the first two attempts 
was when we heard that people walking on campus were harassed by other students. 
Only when this situation eased did we decide to start.

4  “The National Curriculum and Assessment Statement” (CAPS) document is the official foun-
dational guideline of teachers outlining curriculum objectives at each grade and for each subject 
learning area. Outcomes are clearly stipulated e. g. in the Arts and Culture frame where Dance 
Studies and Creative Arts would be located.
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3.	 Quest for an Embodied Understanding of Peace as 
‘Relational Peace’

Peace for some means the absence of war (Hunter & Cohen, 2019). Peace can also 
mean “the sense of harmony and the absence of tension and conflict on the individ-
ual, micro level, and peace in the sense of the absence of war, armed conflict, or vio-
lence, on the collective, macro level” (Salomon & Nevo, 1999, p. 6 in Gur-Ze’ev, 2001, 
p.  321). In the context of South Africa rivalry/attacks between gangs could be seen 
as ‘wars’ that need to stop for peace to prevail. According to Ilan Gur-Ze’ev (2001) 
peace education as a field of research focuses on peace amongst nations by means 
of democratic principles to further social progress and global stability by enhancing 
mutual understanding. The focus of peace education research can, however, also be 
“violence reduction in schools” (Özsoy, 2014). Hans Ulrich Wintsch (1971 in Friesen & 
Wieler, 1988, p. 51) stresses the inevitability of social conflict and suggests that peace 
education is “learning to live with conflict in a constructive manner” just as we in our 
earlier work have suggested that learning to live with trauma might be key in under-
standing resilience (Svendler Nielsen et al., 2021a). “Personal fulfilment is essential 
for world peace,” or in Lyman Ross’s words, “the individual must be helped to devel-
op his full potential for constructive, peaceful living” (Gur-Ze’ev, 2001, p. 323). Gur-
Ze’ev (2001, p. 318) criticises a “lack of socially oriented philosophical elaboration of 
peace education.” We have found that a social-ecological approach to understanding 
resilience (Svendler Nielsen et al., 2021a) and a relational aesthetic perspective pro-
moting the idea of “microtopia” (Svendler Nielsen et al., 2021b) useful for co-creating 
knowledge with learners and teachers about the value of embodied-artistic process-
es in education of the multi-cultural classroom – also noting that not only ‘diversi-
ty’ but acknowledging ‘difference’ is key (Anttila et al., 2019). This corresponds with 
Gur-Ze’ev (2001, p.  319) noting that “the very possibility of a postmodern dialogue 
among differences and of border crossing overcoming ethnocentrism is ultimately 
founded on modern universalistic conceptions of the good.” Gur-Ze’ev (2001, p. 322) 
offers Wintsch’s broader paradigm for peace as noted above as a way of understanding 
‘counter education’, an idea that we will frame in relation to the concepts of openness 
and vulnerability (Todres, 2007). 

Les Todres (2007) who is a phenomenologically inspired psychologist describes how a 
space of openness is a “‘soulful space’” (ibid., p. 152). Previously we have shown how an 
artistic-educational environment that gives room for expression, creativity and ima
gination can be a space both of openness and vulnerability (Svendler Nielsen et al., 
2020). For anything to change for anyone, there needs to be an openness between 
those involved and even with the surroundings, this openness is what Todres (2007, 
p. 152) calls the “‘soulful space’.” Todres is not concerned with the soul in a spiritual or 
religious way, but with the ‘soulful’ used as an adjective meaning “‘full of sentiment 
or emotion’, ‘evoking deep feeling’, and ‘not mechanical or heartless’” (Todres, 2007, 
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p. 152) with reference to different dictionaries. ‘Soulful space’ refers to a “‘spaciousness’ 
that can tolerate or embody the vulnerability of ‘soulfulness’” (Todres, 2007, p. 152). 
Todres emphasises that spaciousness is an experiential quality characterised by em-
bracing of vulnerability as a foundation for connecting with others in empathic ways, 
connections which also can foster new understanding of ourselves. As such ‘soulful 
spaces’ might end up becoming ‘hopeful spaces’ in times and places of conflict, as ex-
periences of this sort might bring people closer in their understanding of each other. 
Hence, we might have to start peace education at classroom level and find ways for 
learners to feel good both at an embodied level and to foster what we could call ‘rela-
tional peace’ at the outset. Todres (2007, pp. 162–163) does not use this specific term, 
but puts forward the idea that ‘soulful space’ takes its essence in human participation 
and historical relationality. Intimately within this sojourn, there is a mixing of what 
one goes through alone and with others, the stretching of the seasons, and the spe-
cific vulnerabilities that are more complex than a serenity of vastness. Rather, this is 
the taste of belonging between sky and earth, the ‘we-feeling’ of mutual vulnerability.

4.	 The Context of Workshops with Student Teachers 
in South Africa 

At the time of the trip to Malmesbury in February 2023 we were at the start of the ac-
ademic year for universities in South Africa. For many of the 26 universities in South 
Africa this period during many years has felt like an unruly turn on the rollercoaster 
that is the annual renegotiation of student admission, a scramble for limited student 
housing followed by students protesting senior management. This battleground en-
sues in a ‘field of hope’ where calls for ‘free education’ echoes Mandela and many oth-
er ‘stalwarts’ (loyalists) of ‘the struggle’5. Sadly, for many South African (and foreign 
African students) they begin this time with an instability that is not limited to finan-
cial constraints, but even greater deficits including adequate accommodation, food 
security and support for student-related health and wellness issues. To be fair, this is 
not uncommon terrain in many parts of the world, but is highlighted here to vividly 
situate our analysis of a pedagogy and its relationship to peace education. We began 
by examining this with a small group of student teachers of Dance at the University 
of Cape Town in 2021 and with different groups through to 2025. As noted previously 
the work extends our 2017–2020 primary school project in Cape Town which among 
others suggested that the valuing of an embodied perspective is significant not only 
for the learners, but also for teachers who are collectively with them in ‘fields of hope’. 
Hence, our idea was that students working to become teachers would also benefit 
from learning about this perspective in a workshop format.

5  The term ‘struggle’ is widely used in the context of the Anti-Apartheid Movement whose rallying 
cry was ‘Amandla!’ (power in isiZulu) and whose response from the masses was ‘Awethu! ([to] the 
people in isiZulu).
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The start of the academic year at the University of Cape Town saw a further limit on 
the resources that our students could expect as the National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme (NSFAS) included a new mandate – the ‘N+1 rule’ (viz. a reduction in the 
number of years in which an academic programme must be completed) and which 
can still be legible for support. A 4-year BA degree that was funded for up to 6 years 
had shrunk to 5 years. Whilst this time frame may seem a luxury to some, the larger 
education environment characterised by inadequate schooling and below par prepa-
ration for academic life at university in many schools6 coupled with a rampant societal 
inequity result in an impoverishment in educational and impairment in societal mo-
bility for large numbers of Black and Coloured students. In practice this means that 
the students often must work long hours doing jobs that only pay small salaries and 
in the time they have left in the day, they have to work harder on their academic tasks 
than the average student in many other countries to reach a satisfactory level for a 
university degree. The matter is complex and must be taken into consideration in any 
analysis of student responses to the kinds of interactions which we were having with 
the participants in our research project. It is also important to note that South Africa 
is one of the most unequal societies on the planet (Allais, Cooper & Shalem, 2019) and 
most people live in some level of traumatic experiences daily due to the consequences 
of crime pertinent to a society that struggles to implement and hold accountable those 
responsible for dividing the existing resources more equally amongst people. Experi-
encing threats themselves and hearing about friends’ experiences of being threatened, 
robbed, and violated mean that for example just walking from the university’s shuttle 
bus stop to the lecture halls of UCT can be a situation of risk which makes some stu-
dents carry pepper sprays in their pockets. This may be a picture unknown to students 
in many other parts of the world. South Africa is not in war with another country, 
but there are wars between gangs in the township areas of the cities and people in the 
country have for a long while been under stress due to lack of resources like water, 
electricity, and money for most people.

6  The legacies of colonialism and apartheid in the Education sector (schools and universities) in 
South Africa largely remain and are rooted in oppressive systems like Bantu Education, and Group 
Areas and Separate Amenities Acts (of the 1950s). These material conditions linger in many Black 
township schools even today where pupils can receive poor preparation towards academic lives at 
colleges and universities that can be linked to poor infrastructure, underqualified and limited sup-
ply of teachers and teaching resources, safety concerns in rabid school grounds, and dysfunctional 
feeding schemes for vulnerable learners. There is also an ever-widening knowledge (often via the 
gradually more available social media flow) of ‘how the other-half-lives’, in privilege.
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5.	 Experiences from Workshops Focused on 
Embodiment and Arts-integration with UCT 
Student Teachers in Dance

Since 2021 the research team has been working on how the outcomes of the school 
project which we led during 2017–2020 can be scaled by becoming a part of the edu-
cation of teachers both in South Africa and in other countries. The workshops in 2023 
described in the beginning of this article involved the participants trying and reflect-
ing on activities from the school project and finding ways to apply these ideas in their 
own professional development. 

Gerard led the first session of our 2023 workshops in mid-February before Charlotte 
arrived from Denmark. The session was effectively the very first day of the new aca-
demic year at UCT. Together we had devised a lesson plan that included an introduc-
tion to the notion of arts-integration which was to be explored initially as a theoretical 
position, or approach followed by an embodied way of grasping these ideas. Some of 
the issues Gerard raised during the session included: 1) what is Arts integration (the 
focus of their course for this semester7)? 2) what does it mean to learn a subject like 
History or English through Dance? 3) what could he share that had worked for him 
as a dance academic and in different teaching environments with over more than 35 
years of teaching experience? This introductory class Gerard led in a conventional 
lecture room, but quickly he disrupted the classroom conventions by placing a small 
desk and chair as the figure of Table Mountain (the iconographic landmark of Cape 
Town) in the centre of the classroom. “How could we begin to teach this geograph-
ic and social phenomenon from the vantage point of the Arts, and especially from 
Dance?”, was his opening challenge. 

In the beginning in order to explore what is embodiment Gerard formed a loose cir-
cle, allowing students to intertwine their arms at the elbows. Next, in pairs they cre-
ated wider circles and finally composed a large intersecting circle used to unpacking 
concepts such as ‘shared’, ‘overlapping’, and ‘intertwined’. Finally, as they untangled 
themselves there was unanimous agreement that the process of such embodied expe
rimentation provided a different way of knowing to the more familiar meaning mak-
ing processes. Many children are traditionally taught abstract concepts like ‘intersec-
tion’ through viewing a chart composed of three intersecting circles. Sometimes, they 
are shown a traffic intersection where cars meet (and sometimes collide). We dis-
cussed the very recognisable image of traffic intersection and how the concept of rela-
tionships and more abstract concepts like proximity and distant could be experienced 
in creative play and movement, in and through the body.

7  The workshops formed part of a larger whole year course focused on developing academic, re-
search and teaching skills which is led and taught by other colleagues.
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In a similar exploratory vein, Gerard proposed the group considered how an English 
language teacher might use the body as the primary means to discover and retain the 
complex grammatical form of prepositions for children. Given the location in Cape 
Town, under, around and in(side) Table Mountain quickly became their offering. Bor-
rowing a small light-weight table, they set up the mountain in the centre of the room 
and had soon completed the task of generating and demonstrating at least three prep-
ositions in relation to the table/mountain. Students scrambled underneath the table-
top = in, sat alongside and on top of the table. Again, they agreed afterwards that other 
common prepositions such as for Table Mountain and from Table Mountain were 
more complex and would need more time to unpack by teachers and thus learners/
children. One idea was that the mountain offers the type of flower called fynbos that 
can make rooibos tea. 

The second class of the week we led together. We chose the theme of ‘patterns and 
pathways’ first explored with the children at the school in 2019. We started the work-
shop by exploring ideas of patterns and pathways in movement and afterwards asked 
the students to think about what are some of the subtle and/or ingrained patterns in 
our lives? How does our gesture signal cultural specificities? Alongside this theme 
we also introduced the common dance/choreography and visual arts tools of copy – 
complement – contrast. We began with a warm-up that included both warming up in 
physical, psychological, social, and conceptual senses as we included the concepts that 
were the focus of the session. We stood in a circle and took turns in coming up with 
a movement that the others then copied. We also did complementing and contrasting 
each person’s movements. After having done these exercises as a group we split into 
pairs and repeated the same ideas. We then opened up towards an orientation to our 
space, in this case a dance studio that was longer than it was wide and invited the stu-
dents to select any three moves they had tried while standing in the circle formation. 
They were to make their own phrase consisting of these movements and doing them 
repeatedly in a specific pathway using combinations of straight, curved and zig zag 
that they chose. They chose to do their phrases in a specific space which either could 
be in the studio or outside on the stairs and pavement. Once they had got to know 
their own phrases they came together in their pairs and now began by copying per-
son A and then B leading. Later they complemented each other and finally, they were 
asked to offer a contrasting response to the shapes being made by the moving bodies. 
The next part introduced working with ‘space’ as an element of movement (Laban, 
1963): low – medium –high (floor, standing, jumping in the air) and with ‘time’ as 
another element of movement from slow to fast. At this point we introduced music al-
though it was only possible to play the music of Gerard’s phone as a loadshedding pe-
riod had started. Each pair with the music had to continue moving with their phrases 
thinking about the elements of ‘space’ and ‘time’ and now also in dialogue with anoth-
er pair across the room. This last movement part focused on being in dialogue, in flow, 
using no words, and listening from the body.
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As we sat down Charlotte explained some of our earlier work with the intersection 
of two disciplines, Dance and Visual Arts and where notions of ‘patterns’ and ‘path-
ways’ were first articulated. She invited a re-think of the social and habitual patterns 
that may exist in our bodies and how we can link this theme to other subject areas: 
Life skills, Social science, Geography. Also, the notion of ‘pathway’ was given some 
thought resulting in students reflecting on their own professional pathways of becom-
ing teachers. As Charlotte led the discussion Gerard lay big sheets of white paper and 
pens of different colour on the floor. We finished the session by inviting the students 
to choose a paper and we then did a series of exercises to recall the movement patterns 
and pathways they had experienced during the session. They drew the pathways they 
had been moving in and chose abstract forms to express their sensations of doing 
those movements through drawing and finally we asked them to write about a “sig-
nificant moment” (van Manen, 1990) of the session and how it had made them feel.

Some of the students’ responses to what they experienced as a ‘significant moment’ in 
the classes included: 

Noluthando8 wrote in note form: “Creating shapes using our bodies, filling in the gaps 
with range of shapes, levels, and trust. Copying your partner.” And she reflected that 
the exercise helped “build a relationship of trust,” it “puts you out (of) your comfort 
zone” and “teaches you how to move as one.” Her experience highlights an experience 
of empathy to move as (and with) one (another) and illustrates how the basis of our 
embodied-artistic pedagogy helps in developing trust. It comes across that this starts 
in the body. 

Kuhle shared that: “My highlight was when we had to build on the words of our per-
sonal posters” (she drew an arrowhead in both directions … ↔), “and collaborate in 
pairs. Coming up with a phrase of 3 movements, ↔ Making use of the 3 words. The 
idea was to be moving into the next phrase including transitions.” And this was a ‘sig-
nificant moment’ because “we had to be aware in the space because there were other 
groups moving along the space, simultaneously.” In her remark we can see how an 
awareness in space of ‘the other’ became part of the experience of sharing space. It has 
to do with trust and empathy and this all happens as communication between bodies. 
We see signs in the reflections that the embodied-artistic pedagogy fosters an attitude 
of acceptance, selflessness, and sharing in subtle and embodied ways. 

Funeka wrote that a ‘significant moment’ to her was, “When we were using our 3 
words and having to come up with movement, kinesthetic thinking was happen(ing) 
to me without realising and I felt I was learning. I could experience something joyfully 
and it becomes meaningful to me because I was enjoying myself.” Her words show us 
that this approach fosters moments of joy.

8  Students’ real names are not used in order to respect their privacy. It may be noteworthy that the 
pseudonyms are deliberately chosen to signal the demography in the class. 
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A ‘significant moment’ for Lihle was, “At the start of the lesson when we were taking 
turns as body A and body B having to follow the other person’s moves.” And she ex-
plained that this was special as, “We might all be dancers, but our bodies move differ-
ently. It was interesting merely because I wasn’t sure if I am going to be able to do the 
other person’s moves.” And she added, “Different backgrounds create different danc-
es.” The exercises she chose as what stood out the most for her in the class was about 
having to follow, to read ‘the other’ and try to ‘be’ the other for a while. An exercise 
that we understand helped to foster kinaesthetic empathy,9 awareness of differences 
and where difference is a strength, not an obstacle.

Thandile shared that a ‘significant moment’ for her was in the group choreographic 
exercise as she wrote, “I appreciate today’s class, especially for someone who was once 
a child and having to think like one. The reflections and my memories of how I felt 
when I was a child. In our group choreography my group and I played a game that I 
used to love when I was a child and it brought so much joy. I think even being able to 
do it or my body remembering brought so much joy. The moment of allowing myself 
to play.” And she further noted that, “It felt really great to not be myself and to not 
think about being Thandile the now and just be Thandile when I was 5–6–10 years. 
Will definitely take this exercise with me and teach it to my students.” The exercis-
es show to have allowed her to enter an experience of being in another time/space. 
Thandile’s experience was similar to Funeka’s as it was also one of joy and of feeling 
safe (like a child). Perhaps that is why the child memories appear? 

Katelyn shared that, “The moment that stood out to me was the ‘pathways’ activity 
where we were asked to walk in lines across the room.” And she reflects that, “I liked 
it because it felt – and I felt – comfortable and familiar.” She experienced moments of 
comfort and (the) familiar from which she could start to explore. This experience, like 
some of the others, also shows us something about trust and feeling safe and that the 
exercises are touching something that is embodied/part of earlier experiences. 

Noluthando’s comment “(our exercises) teaches you to move as one” evinces an ex-
perience of empathy – moving as one and with one another. In the remark by Lihle 
we can see how an awareness in space of the other becomes part of the experience of 
sharing space. Several students’ comments reaffirmed their experiences as children. 
What we can also see from these accounts is how such new, and what we discuss as 
hopeful experiences, can nurture a sense of accomplishment, and build self-esteem. 
Their reflections reveal how the experiences made them feel comfortable and free to 
explore. The spaciousness which this pedagogical approach made room for unleased 
a confidence in which they clearly reveled.

9  Elsewhere (Svendler Nielsen et al., 2021a) we have unfolded the concept of “kinaesthetic empa-
thy” with reference to Finnish dance scholar Jaana Parviainen (2002).
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6.	 Discussion of the Role of Embodied-artistic 
Pedagogy in Building Peace 

In this project the approach we have developed for teaching starts from experiencing, 
exploring, and ‘playing with’ different concepts and it is based in different pedagogical 
theories such as critical pedagogy (Apple, 2013), engaged pedagogy (hooks, 2014) and 
embodied and experiential learning (Bainbridge Cohen, 1993; Dewey, 1916/1997). It is 
the children’s or students’ choice how to respond (they can also choose not to do much 
if something is too overwhelming). The pedagogy that we have developed has a strong 
focus on embodied sensitivity and the teaching environment that is created through 
these processes at the same time nurtures sensitivity in the relationships among all 
those involved. What we have observed suggests that the basis of “counter education” 
(Gur-Ze’ev, 2001) based in openness and vulnerability can be found in developing 
trust which is a fundamental in most education endeavours, and that this starts in 
one’s own body and develops in relation to other bodies creating the ground for what 
we might call ‘relational peace’. We have seen through both learners’, teachers’, and stu-
dent teachers’ responses during the years of our project that the creative process helps 
release tension, helps us breathe and feel grounded, among others because it gives 
possibilities to be in ‘another world’ for a while (Samuel & Svendler Nielsen, 2022). 
But further questions arise of how to speak of hope, or resilience in deeply traumatic 
contexts of wars such as in Ukraine – Russia, in Israel-Palestine, in Sudan and many 
other spaces? In line with Gur-Ze’ev (2001) who emphasises ‘living with’ conflict, resil-
ience then can also be more about ‘living with’ a trauma than overcoming the trauma 
(Svendler Nielsen et al., 2021a). 

In the workshops with students, it has become clear that feeling good in one’s own 
body and experiencing trust in the group is promoted in an environment focusing 
on arts-integration as a method. This is because tension is released when being en-
gaged in a creative process and empathy is fostered through processes of exploring, 
performing and watching and finally on reflecting on others’ performances. Focusing 
on embodied sensitivity may play a part in helping people to live better lives in times 
of crises/or in lives characterised by trauma. To foster resilience in South Africa as 
examined by Elmien Truter et al. (2016) and Adriaan van Breda (2013), highlights our 
concern that there is a lack of consideration of the role that embodiment plays in pro-
cesses such as peace building and hope. Crossing borders like Gur-Ze’ev (2001) pleas 
for, in this case borders of disciplines like teaching and research, might be important 
considering future perspectives of (arts) education. Crossing these borders, we can 
observe, fosters a strong focus on reflection through different means in the workshops 
which helps the participants better understand their own experiences and also the 
others’ perspectives.

Building trust was in focus of the workshops and the hermeneutic phenomenological 
analysis of students’ chosen “significant moments” (van Manen, 1990) has shown that 
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themes relevant for discussing peace became evident in their descriptions. However, 
finding possible strategies to help achieving ‘relational peace’ was not the goal at the 
outset of our work, but has become a side-effect that we have observed of the process-
es necessary for trust building to happen. Reading into peace education literature we 
found Gur-Ze’ev’s (2001) notion of “counter education” a help to better understand 
what was happening. If we turn to critical pedagogy, for example Michel Apple (2013), 
he characterises an educational environment which might be able to help change so-
ciety bottom-up as giving room for “love, care and solidarity” (Apple, 2013, p. 11). We 
are not claiming that we can solve the world’s problems through arts education, but we 
are seeing that it may play a part in helping us to live better lives in times of crises/or in 
lives characterised by trauma. Looking into the literature of peace education there is a 
lack of consideration for the role embodiment plays for such processes. Based on our 
work we see the phenomenological concept of “‘soulful space’” (Todres, 2007) being 
of value to understand what can happen in arts education in relation to peace building 
within and amongst people in a group.

7.	 Tying the Ends and Opening Further Perspectives
Inherent in arts education (although not in all arts education) is learning about differ-
ent ideas, feelings, and experiences. There is never just one truth which is also the type 
of education that Gur-Ze’ev (2001, p.323) pleas for as he mentions that peace education 
must not only “emphasise diversity”, it must also celebrate difference. It is key not to 
consider differences of for example cultural experiences or bodily ability as obstacles 
but as valuable (Anttila et al., 2019) – at the end of the day “understanding multiple 
versions is the beginning of learning how to weave a global multicultural peace tap-
estry rich in many colours, textures, and styles” (Rennebohm-Franz, 1996, p. 266 in 
Gur-Ze’ev, 2001, p. 323).

Gur-Ze’ev (2001, p. 321) notes that in 1998 the UNESCO declaration on the World Day 
of Teachers highlighted that teachers are “peace builders who shape the future with-
in a positivistic conflict resolution orientation,” but he asks whether teachers really 
have that function, or if they are actually working against world peace by helping to 
promote certain truths and not always including different perspectives on an issue. 
Here we could add that it is always important to consider whose truth and who is ‘the 
other’ in such practices. We also note in the UNESCO declaration from 1998, that 
teachers “transmit the knowledge, values, and attitudes (…)” (Gur-Ze’ev, 2001, p. 322) 
which may suggest an educational process that takes place as a one-way communica-
tion act. Since 1998 both the contents and the form of teaching in many places have 
changed towards more diversity-conscious and inclusive contents and dialogic meth-
ods evinced by for example Christopher Boyle and colleagues (Boyle et al., 2020). 
However, UNESCO’s concept note for discussion at its conference to celebrate the 
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World Day of Teachers on 5 October 202310 focused on the lack of teachers worldwide 
and how the teaching profession might become reinvigorated and motivating. What if 
UNESCO were questioning who other than those educated in the teaching profession 
might be employed to carry out educational activities with children in schools? What 
if all schools could hire a team of artists? They would not teach subject areas in the 
way teachers do for obtaining learning goals set in curricula but these ‘co-teacher-art-
ists’ could be teaching for greater sensuous experiences and understanding of feelings 
such as empathy.

It is exemplified in our workshops that arts-integration gives possibilities for mul-
ti-modal processes. What we have seen is that all three target groups of our research: 
the child, the student and the teacher in artistic-pedagogical processes embody the 
multiple roles as creator, performer, and spectator. For the student teachers they are 
creating new lesson plans, executing bold ideas, and later performing these in their 
classrooms and with their children/learners. As they watch the children unpack these 
lessons both the teacher and child are in spaces of trust and vulnerability which they 
need to embrace for a rich exchange to occur. All these micro choices help to create 
an environment that gives rise to hopeful experiences. Finally, we are reminded that 
to enter a Field of Hope is processual, unpredictable, potentially traumatic, but also 
celebratory.

We learn in community and perhaps that insight is what is missing to promote peace 
education? “How can we build intersecting pathways and connecting points?” Gerard 
mused. “Yes, meeting each other – but through a focus on the strengths of our differ-
ences,” Charlotte replied.
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