
Learnings from Summer-School 2020 

 

! Assignment: Please write about your major learning experience in regards to the 
construction of narratives (300 words) 

! Responses of students from Amsterdam: 

 

Student 1: 

The first thing, that stays with me, is, there is no such thing as ‘a’ narrative. There is a wide 
variety on what is understood as a narrative and so is the construction of it. But they all have 
in common to be told as stories.  
And mostly they are not consciously self-reflected by those who tell them and by those who 
hear them. They are part of identities. Narratives are the stories we grow up with, which are 
told to us. 
We all have narratives, those which are told to us and those who are experienced by us. And 
then we build our own narratives.  
We tell our stories and while time is changing, these narratives change because our stories 
change. 
But on a societal level a lot of stories do not change. They are told to us in the same ways for 
decades. And so, we agree on these stories as common sense, as truth.  
But these stories are one sided. And that is the point about narratives, they have a specific 
point of view. Per se, they can’t be objective. So most likely, there is another side to the 
story, then the one which is so familiar to one.  
This can be on every level. This can align with personal stories, family stories, but of course, 
with the stories, the narrative, that have been told to the wider public. 

Student 2: 

Before this summer school I have had heard of narratives and worked with narratives, but I 
could not have imagined that the concept of narratives was this far-reaching. The most 
important thing I have learned is that narratives construct the world. Beforehand I had never 
really thought about the construction of narratives, and that narratives have such a big 
impact on the society and the world you live in. But in fact, narratives shape our world. 
Narratives help us to construct an identity. There is always a dominant group with a 
dominant narrative, and therefore there will always be a group in society that will be 
marginalized. Narratives and power relations are thus closely related. Different narratives 
can also have a polarizing effect, where for example refugees are seen as ‘the dangerous 
other’. Fear of ‘the other’ is something that plays big a role in this. Fear divides people and 
unites people.  
What I thought was also very interesting was the discussion we had in my own group for the 
video’s. We not only talked about what narratives and the construction of narratives meant 
to us, but also how far we can actively construe our narrative and how far is it passively 
constructed for us. Things or people are always portrayed in a certain way. It made me think 



about the fact that the way people are portrayed, for example in the newspapers. This really 
constructs our narratives and the way we see people. So narratives, in that sense, are very 
influenceable and that is something we need to be conscious of. For example when people 
are portrayed as victims, we feel sorry. When people are portrayed as criminals, we don’t 
feel sorry for them at all. 
The categorical thinking Rebecca Pathes discussed gave me also new insights. Is this 
something I can overcome or is this in every person? Even if I am aware of this categorical 
thinking, what can I do to change it? Will there always be a sense of ‘selfing’ and ‘othering’.  

Student 3: 

I learned a lot about the way narratives have the power to connect and to divide. I talked 
and thought a lot about how narratives can set people into motion and how they can trap 
people, how narratives can feed vicious circles as well as they can feed fruitful circles. 
I realized how negative and tendentious narratives about the other can function as the start 
of a vicious circle: narratives can create distance between myself and the other, and in this 
way they can keep me from having an encounter with people outside my bubble. However, 
if there’s no real encounter, it comes natural to look at (the behaviour of) the other through 
the eyes of the already existing narrative, without giving the other the space to disrupt this 
narrative. In this way the already existing narrative can only be confirmed. As a 
consequence, the belief in the narrative will grow and the possibility of an open encounter 
with the other becomes even more difficult. 
At the same time I’ve come to understand better how narratives have the capacity to 
connect. I found it very interesting to reflect on how in the act of telling one’s own narrative 
one always relate to his or her audience. In one way or another, the audience influences the 
way the story is told. 
Therefore, the act of telling your story to an audience you’re not familiar is in itself 
something very powerful to do. In relation to this I really liked how Richard Kearney put a lot 
of emphasis on how it is characteristic for stories that it’s possible to relate to them. Careful 
listening to the narrative of someone you don’t know will make it possible to empathize with 
the one that tells his or her story; it is through stories that I can relate to the other. Even 
when one vehemently disagree with the choices the storyteller tells he or she has made, 
listening to the story then still makes it possible to understand why he or she has made 
these choices. 

Student 4: 

What I´ve learned during summer school is the power of narratives, but also the difficulties 
one has to face, when their narrative is not the normative one. Being able to share your 
narrative with others, and making yourself heard, it can help with bridging a gap between 
polarizing worldviews. What I´ve learned from the discussion with Rebecca Pates, is that to 
have a meaningful conversation with people with contrasting beliefs, you have to listen. You 
have to try to not let your emotions take over the conversation. Because if you do not want 
to listen, and just tell them they are wrong, no one will gain anything from that. To build 
peace in situation of conflict, there has to be mutual respect to at least listen, and try to 
understand the other´s point of view. Of course this can be extremely hard when someone’s 
worldviews question your human rights or your right to exist, for example the far-right 



winged people telling refugees they rather see them dead than living in their country. In 
such delicate situations, a conversation seems to be something both parties are not open to. 
What is also important regarding narratives, is that not all narratives are being heard. There 
are still plenty of silenced voices, who don’t have the privilege or the platform to be able to 
speak up. People who are being oppressed, who are poor, who cannot have education.. 
Those voices often get lost. One way to help with this, is when privileged people who do 
have a platform speak up about those stories. But for me, even better would be, if people of 
privilege give up their platform, and give it to those silenced voices. Instead of speaking for 
them, let them speak. This is why, when someone asks you to speak at a rally or speak at a 
convention, you should always ask yourself “Is this really my place to speak? Or are there 
more important voices who could really use this space?”. 

Student 5: 

One of the major learning experiences for the construction of narratives is for me that it is so 
important to hear different (from different kinds of people in the world) stories. A narrative 
can construct an identity. For another to be able to understand this narrative, it is important 
to see where a person comes from. On the course Hermeneutics we are diving into the 
thoughts of Ricoeur, he says that people always enter a conversation in medias res; we 
always found ourselves in the middle of a conversation that already started before us. A 
cultural conversation, a historical conversation, a political conversation and so on. So, every 
individual is able to create its own narrative, but this narrative is been created in an 
environment that is already existing, that is already ongoing. As we are all different human 
beings, every narrative is constructed differently. 

Student 6: 

When we talk about the construction of a narrative, it is important to look at all the factors 
that influenced its construction, but also all the current causes that still sustain that 
narrative. When we talk about the group narrative of one community, or one state, it is 
necessary to listen to each narrative, no matter how radically different they are from each 
other, so that we can fully understand the genesis of their construction. 

Student 7: 

In the beginning the topic narratives was a bit confusing for me. During my bachelor I did my 
research about the narratives of two Dutch women who travelled to two different terrorist 
organizations. So I investigated their narratives, first focusing on how they present their own 
narrative and how their close family presented their narrative, supported by secondary 
literature. I thought that during Summer School we were going to look at individual 
narratives, that is one of the reasons why we choose to film our own narrative for the movie. 
But I forgot about the fact that there are bigger narratives in this world so I needed some 
time to make that switch in my mind. 

Student 8: 

I have come to appreciate the intricate dynamics of the power of narratives. I now 
understand that wars, violence, discriminations and racial profiling among others are shaped 
by narratives either spoken or unspoken. I have learned that we are all shaped my narratives 



and the dominant narrative of a particular society or nation thrives. It is therefore 
imperative for me 

a. To reflect upon my own assumptions about people and how it impacts my 
perspective. My self- awareness therefore is the starting point as Ghorashi pointed 
out. 

b. To investigate silence narratives and bring it to light. 
c. To learn constructing counter narratives as part of the process to deconstruct the 

toxic ones. 

As Aristotle once said people cannot be good unless you tell them a story. John F. Kennedy 
also said A man may die, nations may rise and fall, but an idea lives on. Ideas have 
endurance without death. Therefore it is not a surprise that racial profiling has had enduring 
impact until now in many places against other minorities. 
It is also necessary not to sit on the fence and thinking that time will bring change. I learned 
that even the third generations of victims of violence tend to be more aggressive, angrier 
than their parents or grandparents who actually suffered. Actions such as those initiated by 
the polilabs in monitoring racism and bringing conflicting parties to talk to each other are 
valuable. 
I have wondered how can we change narratives that have been handed down centuries but I 
felt confident that when and engaged narrative approach is employed, it will unsettle the 
conservation of power. The exchange that took place between myself and one of my mates 
whose lineage were involved in slavery brought hope that bringing counter narratives can 
dismantle conservation of power. 

Student 9: 

What I’ve learned from the Summer School on the construction of narratives is that there is 
no one definition or one construction of narratives. In the panel discussion on Monday I 
found the “lecture” of Richard Kearney very interesting. He spoke about narrative as a plot. 
A narrative has to be always at least two words, so that a plot can be made. I thought it was 
very interesting how he talked about Aristotle and his definition of narrative as a drama 
what can lead to healing, as we can see in Homer’s Odyssee. Then the perspective on 
narratives of Jens Rogmann was very different. He saw narratives as part of the 
environment, something that is out there. Narratives, in his perspective, confer meaning to 
social phenomena and relationships between constructs. So, I think that narratives are 
sometimes seen as repetitive stories, as the media portraits something over and over for 
example. On the other hand, narratives are seen as the personal stories of people. Getting to 
know those stories of certain people, can change one’s perspective on those telling their 
narrative. We have seen this in the article of Halleh Ghorashi. I found this quite interesting 
as well. She explained that she thinks that narratives have a more personal note to it. 
Discourse however is a more political story. So, I would say that a narrative is constructed by 
people, it is about their personal story in connection to the world.  

Student 10: 

Throughout the summer school I learned that the construction of narratives is a complex 
system. Every individual has their own unique narratives that contains multiple layers from 
their lived experiences. Right when a person is born, they are already marked by 
characteristics they did not choose from skin colour, to language, and the place that they 



were born. In the beginning of the summer school the question that sparked the most 
disagreement was the belongingness of a person. Do people belong solely to the nation that 
they were born in or can they be part of multiple cultures and places? No clear answer was 
provided for this. However, I believe the lived experiences of a person is more important in 
the construction of narratives. An individual can find a sense of belongingness to their work, 
their family, to passions, and to other individuals. It would not be fair to reduce people to 
the places where they happen to be from. In the very first presentation there was an author 
that discussed trauma narratives. These often becomes something that greatly affects a 
person and can have the ability to disappear from the surface level of the mind and can 
reappear years later when a person has not fully healed from it. To understand a person 
layers of narrative both the uncontrollable and controllable factors of birth and experience 
need to be unearthed. 

Student 11: 

The observation that struck most was that narrative are one, albeit important, are stages for 
power-play. Hence the questions of who sets the discourse, who is left out, and whose 
voices are ultimately heard and repeated or accounted for are all essential to ask in order to 
find out biases, one-sided views and distortions of socio-historical realities. If we desire a 
comprehensive and more inclusive view on any issue of both past and present, we need to 
look beyond the ‘norm’ and the ‘normative’. Or else our analysis may fall prey to dominant 
stereotypes and misrepresentations.   
 


