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Abstract Individuals excluded from ‘the social contract’ are subject to a certain
irruption of the traumatic, understood as subjective disorganization resulting from the
emergence of that which is outside sense and outside signification. Such subjects
experience the loss of a discourse of belonging and of being afforded a place in society.
The lack of narcissistic gratification, along with the exclusion from group ideals and
values, foster a fragmentation of social ties and produce disruptive effects in subjectivity.
This paper discusses the possibilities afforded by psychoanalytic listening to subjects
who have experienced social exclusion as traumatic: those who suffer extreme poverty
and social exclusion within neoliberal economic models. Examples are drawn from
clinical work with young people who live on the outskirts of the city of São Paulo and
who have had the experience of living in the streets. Rather than attuning to this sort of
listening, it is not rare for those in some social agencies and in some forms of
psychotherapy to mistake apathy, loneliness and muting for structural characteristics of
the subject rather than as the effects of exclusion and the reproduction of a form of
social violence. This misrecognition precludes the creation of a symbolic elaboration that
could provide a symptomatic shape to that which is experienced as traumatic. This paper
argues for the possibility of listening to subjects silenced by exclusion.
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Introduction

This article elaborates on the role of psychoanalytic listening to socially

excluded young people. This analysis is based on psychoanalytic work carried

out with young people who have or have had the experience of living in the

streets in São Paulo (Brazil). We focus, from a Lacanian/Freudian perspective,

on the clinical experience of transference with street kids. From this perspective,

we formulate a particular kind of psychoanalytic listening that considers these

young people as desiring subjects. Such listening stands in contrast to practices

that reproduce specific discourses and thus position the subject within a

formation that disenfranchises the subject. In fact, one of the outcomes of our

work is that it gives voice to young people who otherwise live with constant

exclusion. As we show, a psychoanalytic approach to the individual does not

exclude the social dimension; the individual is seen from within a broader social

structure, and the subject is understood to be socially constructed. The listening

that we wish to examine highlights the effects of extreme poverty and the lack of

basic welfare; it emphasises the need for a radical change in the current

sociopolitical situation.

The Logic of Late Capitalism and the Subject

Alongside technological progress, the current phase of postmodernity entails a

particular social organisation that includes a number of onerous features.

Contemporary postmodernity is marked by widespread corruption and abuses;

many are excluded from access to the goods and sources of jouissance inherent

to the neoliberal model. The bedrock of the social contract seems to be on shaky

ground and thus leaves part of the population helpless and, at times, without

any of the social care necessary for effective access to the institutional resources

that organise social life, such as shelter, health, education, work, and security,

among others. In addition to the lack of social care, those who are socially

excluded are subject to what Bourdieu and Passeron (1975) describe as symbolic

violence. The social process of symbolic violence perpetuates and submits

subjects to the dominant social discourse, fostering their adherence to the

foundations of a social organisation that ultimately assigns them to marginal

places, an adherence that is followed by conformism, eruptions of violence or

both.

Symbolic violence is those forms of violence that are subtle, gentle and

invisible, exercised through symbolic means of communication, knowledge, and

(mis)recognition (Bourdieu, 1999). For this exercise of symbolic domination to

work, the dominated need to have incorporated the same structures as the

dominators (Bourdieu, 2002).This form of ‘invisible power’ is ‘misrecognised’

as such and is thereby ‘recognized [as legitimate]. yThe exercise of power
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through symbolic exchange always rests on a foundation of shared belief’

(Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 22–23).

If acts of communication – exchange of gifts, challenges, or words –

always bear within them a potential conflict, it is because they always

contain the possibility of domination. Symbolic violence is that form of

domination which, transcending the opposition usually drawn between

sense relations and power relations, communication and domination, is

only exerted through the communication in which it is disguised.

(Bourdieu, 2000, p. 237)

Pujó (2000) posits that the neoliberal economic model generates a lack of

protection allied to a growing discourse of destitution. This model produces

the weakening of discursive structures (for example, the circulation of values,

ideals and traditions of a culture) that would sustain a kind of social tie that

safeguards subjects from the traumatic real. Following Lacanian (1969)

tradition, the real to which we refer is that which cannot be symbolised. In

other words, particular forms of contemporary discourses that tout libertarian

and egalitarian ideals function as ideology that blurs the actual rules and values

of the neoliberal model, which is based on the logic of the market and capital

privilege.

The barren symbolic landscape of marginalized subjects within current

neoliberal discourses exposes the subject, both structurally and rhetorically, to

the risk of confrontation with the traumatic – that which is beyond the realm of

sense-making. The traumatic encounter and its sequelae are twofold: on one

hand, the occurrence of trauma is facilitated by the very marginalization of

these subjects; on the other hand, the resources required for the elaboration of

the trauma are limited, which promotes effects of desubjectivation. We could

point out this dynamic of the traumatic encounter, for instance, in what happens

to ‘street kids’, who are called such because, amongst other labels, they are not

protected by the family discourse. ‘street kids’ is a term that keeps the subjects in

a specific discursive position; regardless of whether or not they have a home,

this signifier is used in the same way for every child who experiences poverty

and is in the streets.

‘Street kids’ is also closely linked to delinquency. Thus, beyond the connota-

tion and discursive sedimentation of poverty, there is a social imaginary of

delinquency. ‘The social imaginary is a particular mode of collective represen-

tation that entails psychoanalytic modes of subjectivity’ (Mountian, 2009,

p. 205). Within this notion of the social imaginary, ideology (Althusser, 1985)

and misrecognition are in play through fantasy, desire and discourses that

are relevant to the constitution of subjectivity. Among the many elements that

characterise them, these young people share the fact that they have to count

on their own discourse to survive in the space of the streets. In other words,
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along with numerous forms of lack of protection, these young people lack

a place in the social ideal and have a devalued discourse of belonging (Rosa,

1999).

This form of exclusion has political, material, subjective and intersubjective

dimensions that completely bear on these subjects and their relations with one

another, and this process of exclusion is itself a constituent part of exclusion

(Sawaia, 1999). Thus, the process of exclusion ‘does not have one single form, it

is not a failure of the system, which must be combated as something that

disturbs the social order; on the contrary, it is a product of the functioning of the

system’ (Sawaia, 1999, p. 9).

Before we continue this argument, it is important to highlight the under-

standing of discourse we employ here. Lacan (1969) developed a theory of

the four discourses, focusing on the role of language in the constitution of

social relationships and, more specifically, on the articulation of social ties.

These discourses are different ways the social tie is articulated; each discourse

produces a specific relation to the social bond (Malone and Barabino,

2009). For Lacan (1972), discourse is ‘that which founds and defines each

reality’ (p. 45).1

Psychoanalytic Listening: Subject, Social Context and Ethical Positioning

The main issues raised here point to the importance of a clinical kind of

listening, a listening that takes into account the specificity of the subjects and

social contexts. Such listening crucially requires a sense of ethical positioning

that enables psychologists and psychoanalysts to highlight subtle webs of

domination, without interpreting the effects of such webs as inherent to the

subjects, that is, as reflecting the ‘character’ of each subject. Rather, this is a

form of psychoanalytic listening that allows for reflection on some of the

subjective consequences of extreme poverty and social exclusion, situations

experienced by a significant part of the Brazilian population. Listening in this

way to these subjects not only allows them to set into motion significant

articulations that break up imaginary identifications but also contributes to

clarifying some of the subjective effects of the praxis of the system.

Further, a focus on the suffering caused by social and discursive helplessness

helps to elucidate the processes of social exclusion. The state of helplessness

(Hilflosigkeit) is at the basis of the appeal directed to the other. The primordial

helplessness of the subject marks the human condition of making the bond with

the Other her or his distinctive mark, a symbolic ‘need’ (Freud, 1895). It is in the

gap between the demand and what is offered in the field of the real (das Ding)

that desire is installed, far beyond the satisfaction of needs.

What we refer to as discursive helplessness goes beyond the conditions that

arise from desire. The discursive dynamic that launches the subject into
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helplessness (desamparo) is not covered by the rules of any discursive (symbolic)

web, and thus it loses the dimension of appeal to the Other that could serve as

reference to the subject. The condition of helplessness is one in which it is not

possible to appeal to the field of the Other (Lacan, 1959, 1960).

Psychoanalytic Listening in Institutional Settings

The difficulties of listening psychoanalytically to institutionalised individuals

are well documented. Bolguese (1999) analyses some institutions that use

psychoanalysis as a reference and notes that current in-patient practices are

based on adaptive, developmental and stage/phase-based models that, in fact,

distort the psychoanalytic process. Bolguese discusses the need for alternative

practices able to counter this misrepresentation of the psychoanalytic process,

which abets the perpetuation of domination in the broader social domain.

Within therapeutic modalities more generally, Bezerra (1999) highlights the

reproduction of power relations in psychiatric culture and practice. Such

practices are often complicit with current practices of social domination,

whereas, in fact, they should stand in contradiction; that is, they should have the

explicit objective of overcoming these power relations. Bezerra points out how

even creative innovations easily degenerate into techniques that are then applied

in a standardised manner, and how these practices become bureaucratised,

where roles are crystallised and theories fetishized. Clinical practice, Bezerra

asserts, could operate instead as a rehearsal, a place for reinvention and renewal

of both listening and gaze. Clinical practice, under these social conditions,

ought not be a handmaiden of broader forms of social domination, an approach

that sustains the status quo. The aim of clinical practice is to overcome

established dichotomies between individual and society, psychic and social,

mental and physical, clinical and political, and therapeutic and administrative.

From this perspective, Bezerra posits that

[e]very clinic is social and every politics concerns each individual’s

subjective life. Singularityy can only appear and be experienced in the

field of relations with other subjects, in the field of their social relations.

These social relations, in turn, only acquire meaning, and only reproduce

themselves, through the subject’s apprehension of them. (p. 19)

Taking Bezerra’s position into account, we put forward here a psychoan-

alytically based proposal highlighting ethical and political aspects of psychoan-

alytic listening. The contribution of the clinic can elucidate aspects of the subject

positioned within social and discursive helplessness and address the processes of

his or her continued positioning under conditions that provoke specific impasses

that impede political proposals of intervention.

Psychoanalytic listening to socially excluded young people
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On Transference

To understand how to structure this sort of listening space without

compromising the psychoanalytic bearings or social responsibility of either

partner in the dyad, it is important to highlight some aspects of the inter-

subjective field conceptualised as the space of transference. Psychoanalytic

listening implies that analysts can support transference, that is, that they should

occupy the place of a ‘supposed knowledge’ of the subject, a reference of

knowledge for the subject. This is a strategy that enables subjects to speak and

be able to listen to themselves and to their own discourse. This space allows

for a relation that structures the production of the subjects’ knowledge, insofar

as the psychoanalyst renounces domination over the situation and, by

punctuating and interpreting, makes possible the production of effects of

signification on the subjects of desire. Such subjects are produced and

articulated by culture, but in their condition as divided subjects they are

capable of transcending the place in which they are positioned and thus are able

to begin to bear a different relation to their desire.

Given the parameters of psychoanalytic listening, we give particular attention

to significant aspects of the transference relation, as well as to strategies to

facilitate speech. Further, we question an aspect of transference: the resistance

that paralyses clinical listening. Following Lacan, we focus on the analyst’s

resistance in relation to an ethics of the subject.

Resistance and transference are facets of the same phenomenon. For Freud

(1912), resistance is egoic, occurring when patients are about to elucidate some

of their central conflicts. At that moment, free associations cease and patients

centre their attention on the relation with the analyst. Lacan (1958) approaches

another aspect of resistance, namely, the resistance of the analyst, that is, the

hindrances that are in the listening and not in the subject who speaks.

Analysts’ Resistance

Focusing on the analyst’s resistance helps us to clarify how our project relates to

the social. Thus, we centre our discussion on resistance, and we radicalise

the terms of resistance in order to highlight the imaginary and symbolic aspects

that are most relevant when listening to those who live in social and discursive

helplessness. In such analyst–analysing situations, subjects occupy opposite

places in the social structure. One subject is placed in the position of inclusion,

while the other functions within a form of broader exclusion: these positions are

placed face to face. At one end is the analyst, who bears several of the symbols

that enable phallic positions, that is, the position of one who knows and masters

the instruments of belonging. Analysts are assigned this function of being

representatives of a certain knowledge that conveys their place of listening and
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speech. At the other end, there is the analysand, who is, so to speak, unable

to access those positions and often takes on the imaginary burden of being

outside, excluded from the social structure. Moreover, what characterises this

form of analytic work is that it takes place in precarious conditions. It takes

place amidst the urgency of interventions, the concreteness and amplitude of

what is lacking, and the many persons in need of assistance.

The analyst’s resistance to listening to socially excluded people is manifested

in different ways. (1) One issue comes up immediately: hasty referrals are made,

in which the referring analyst does not adopt a proper psychoanalytic posture,

a posture of discovery. Rather, a mere referral for some short-term group work

might be made, without any theoretical or technical reason for making such

a suggestion. Thus, we want to emphasise the risk of hasty diagnoses and

referrals made by psychoanalysts who are not prepared to listen to this

population. (2) Another resistance is found when the focus falls almost

exclusively on the burden of the presenting social situation. The complexity of

the social situation hinders the intersubjective relation that is required in the

clinic. A consequence of this particular posture is that the analysand’s

complaints are treated superficially, and there is a failure to use psychoanalytic

theory and technique. The analyst might take what the analysand says too

literally, focusing only on the explicit enunciation: for example, money is just

money. The analyst fails to appreciate that such a statement might represent

something that is lacking. Undoubtedly there is recognition that there is a severe

lack of money; however, there is also an opportunity here to use psychoanalytic

listening to take into account people’s voices on these and whatever issues they

may bring. Such analytic resistance creates conditions for entrenching

stereotypes and prejudices. When social differences are emphasized, the

difference between analyst and analysand fosters and reproduces power

relations that are shaped on the model of employer–employee relations. When

the analyst is put in the position of one who is in the possession of truth or who

promotes a kind of pedagogic relationship – of support or orientation – the

possibility that the subject knows his or her own answers is precluded and, as

a result, a further exclusion of these subjects is produced. Once again they

become excluded, but this time by those who should have been listening to them

as (desiring) subjects.

(3) Yet another effect of the resistance to listening is adhering to theory and to

the usual ways of working and thus disregarding other forms of expression of

suffering. In such cases, the subjects’ interactions are misinterpreted as

resistance to work or as an absence of demand from these subjects. In such

cases, what typically happens is that a clinician makes a quick diagnosis, based

on the way these subjects express themselves. The clinician too promptly points

to emotional or intellectual poverty or to a psychotic or perverse structure. Such

a diagnosis, based on social prejudice, occurs before these subjects have been

listened to (Mountian et al, 1996). In other words, we see a defensive use of
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theory, which serves the narcissistic reassurance of psychoanalysts/psychologists

and their jouissance of ‘competence’.

Finally, drawing on Nicoletti (2000), we point out two other problems

regarding resistance. (4) One is staying in a position of unawareness concerning

the coordinates that bring about such extreme poverty. The consequence of this

positioning, in the clinical approach, is to merely make the subject responsible

for such a condition(the analyst assumes the existence of a choice where, in fact,

the market logic prevails). (5) Another form of resistance resides in seeing the

subjects as victims, which makes it difficult for them to acknowledge themselves

as desiring subjects, to recognize themselves in their unconscious determina-

tions, in their place in the Other’s desire (see Nicoletti, 2000). An impasse is

created that can paralyze the work, generating in the psychoanalyst, through

identification, rebellious reactions or, more often, discouragement and a

confrontation with impotence.

But What Is This Resistance For?

What is observed in clinical practice is that resistance serves to avoid listening

to the subject, to this foreigner without ‘land’. This happens because

psychoanalytic listening touches the horror of a confrontation with strangeness,

the encounter with something strangely familiar, known by the subject himself

or herself yet alienated through repression (Freud, 1919). The effect of

strangeness is evoked when the repressed returns and becomes anxiety.

Confronted with his or her phantasmatic structure and overcome by a

resistance enforced by the power dynamics of social difference, the analyst

abandons the place of listening.2

Listening to the speech of these subjects becomes unbearable at times, not

only because of the situation itself or because of the nature of the analysands’

actions. Listening is made equally difficult when this Other is considered to be

a subject of desire who is traversed by the unconscious and confronted with

situations of extreme lack of care, pain, and humiliation. The latter contexts

of extreme lack of care are generated by the social order of which the

psychoanalyst is part. The clinical resistance sustains the repression that

promotes social distance, and this resistance allows us to live happily,

indifferently, or in a paranoid relation to the deprived other.

In this dense wall of resistance, listening presupposes a rupture with the pact

of silence maintained by the social group to which analysts belong and from

which they derive ‘enjoyment’ (jouissance). The analyst will be pulled to sustain

this pact of silence, maintaining a supposed unawareness of the determinations

of the misery in the other. As a result, the others are excluded; excluding them

allows the analyst to benefit from the jouissance of the imaginary position of
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being on the side of the good, on the side of the law. Listening must traverse the

social fantasies sustained by such silence.

Psychoanalytic listening has been, since Freud, transgressing in relation to the

fundamentals of social organisation; its effectuation implies a rupture of the

usual tie that avoids the confrontation between knowledge of the social

situation and knowing the other as a subject that desires. The analyst is also

affected by listening to the suffering of these subjects that is generated by their

social context; at this point, the analyst is called upon to take up an ethical and

political positioning.

On the Traumatic

Freud (1924) noted something that we can verify as true today: in civilization,

man’s cruelty is replaced by the cruelty of institutions, and narcissistic

investments prevail over the interest of the community. Exclusion from the

social group’s ideals, together with a lack of narcissistic gratification, can

provoke a disruptive effect in the subject.

Aulagnier (1979) describes this disruptive effect in the subject as a breach in

the narcissistic contract, a breach established on account of the preinvestment of

the infans by the environment. This preinvestment anticipates the investment

in the social group by the child, who will occupy a new social position. Societal

discourse offers the historical dimension that is essential for the subject’s

identification. Thus, the breach of the contract can have direct consequences

for the child’s psychic fate. When social reality is responsible for the rupture

and configures situations of exploitation and exclusion, it reinforces fantasies

of rejection, hate and dispossession. As Aulagnier (1979) points out:

At the moment that the I discovers the extra familiar, when its gaze seeks

from it a sign that confers the right to citizenship among its fellows, it can

only find a verdict that denies this right, proposing to it an unaccept-

able contract, since to respect it would imply a renouncement, in the

reality of its becoming, of being something else than a mere valueless cog

at the service of a machine that does not hide its decision to exploit it or

exclude it. (p.153)

One consequence of breaking the foundations of the social contract, as

Pujó (2000) notes, can be the irruption of the traumatic, where the traumatic is

understood to be the subjective disorganisation that results from the emergence

of that which lies outside meaning and signification. The traumatic does not

designate the quality of an event but, rather, designates the subjective

disorganisation that occurs when something outside the web of knowledge of

the subject touches the subject.

Psychoanalytic listening to socially excluded young people
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The Clinic and the Subject

Taking into account the aforementioned elements, that is, the traumatic, the

resistance of the analyst, psychoanalytic listening, and its ethical position, we

now come to some specificities of clinical listening to socially excluded people.

Before doing so, it is important to point out that the exclusion of access to goods

and the exclusion of ways to attain jouissance within this socio-political context

has consequences for the subject, who comes to occupy the place of ‘left-over’

(Nicoletti, 2000). It is important not to misinterpret this place of ‘left-over’

in the social structure as the subjects’ lack of desire. This positioning appears

in their speech, which is marked, at times, by silence.To discuss these crucial

aspects of psychoanalytic listening further, we draw on some clinical work with

socially excluded young people in São Paulo. Adalvan, Zeca, Waldemar and

Tiago (fictitious names) are young people who live in the streets. Debieux Rosa

worked with the participants clinically. Some of them were, at that time, in a

public institution (FEBEM) for children and adolescents who transgressed the

law. For this clinical work, this institution established a partnership with the

Psychological Clinic of the School of Psychology of the Universidade de São

Paulo (USP). The adolescents who attended the clinic were referred by the

public institution FEBEM, but their participation was voluntary.

The adolescents were brought to their clinic sessions by the FEBEM guards.

Theirs were individual sessions. The contract established between the

adolescents and the clinician respected client confidentiality. A report was

produced that contained the name and contact of the patient, number of

sessions attended and a brief report of the case. The other adolescents were

seen in the Clinic School of the Faculty of Psychology of the Pontifı́cia

Universidade Católica de São Paulo (PUC/S.P.). The criterion for the sessions

was the economic condition of poverty.

Adalvan came to the clinic when he was 18 years old. He had been living for

many years in the streets and in public shelters and had been institutionalised

at FEBEM a number of times for criminal activities. He attended the sessions for

three months. Initially distrustful and presenting communication difficulties,

Adalvan asks, ‘Which of the stories do you want to hear?’ He tells the standard

story that he gives to the staff of the institutions. In this story, he narrates the

institutions where he has been, the crimes he has committed, and the regrets and

promises of not repeating them. When asked about his own story, he does

not know what to say or does not know how to tell it. Asked then about his

family and childhood, Adalvan says that he left home, not knowing why, and

wandered the streets during his childhood and adolescence. He describes the

time when the shed where he lived with his family caught on fire. He and his

siblings were saved by the neighbors.

Tiago is at FEBEM for thievery, and he is seen as a leader there. He positions

himself as dangerous and brave. He makes up stories in which he has committed
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serious crimes, a common practice in this environment, for it makes people

fear the inmate. Thus he creates a way to protect himself against possible

common aggressions committed against those who are considered weak. To

keep this version of his identity intact, he responds to all provocations. He does

not realize that he is being manipulated by the others, and, as punishment, his

compulsory residence at this institution has been increased by two years.

Waldemar was accused of rape, and before taken to FEBEM he was sent to an

adult prison for a week. He was raped at the prison several times and needed

surgery to stop the hemorrhaging caused by the repeated rape. He is now at

FEBEM. He is anxious about the failing health of his mother, and the possibility

that, without his help, his family will not have anything to eat.

Zeca, together with his younger brother, was taken to the USP clinic by his

stepmother. His father and the stepmother thought he was around 17 years old.

Looking at his birth certificate, we realised he was 14 years old. He used to live

with his mother in extreme poverty. His mother died recently and he was sent to

his father, whom Zeca had never met before. He left school after two years

because he did not learn how to read and there was nobody to take him to

school. At the sessions, he did not have anything to say, and he did not want

to draw. Facing the silence and emptiness, analyst and patient started to talk

about the little things he did. The only adornment he carried was a little bracelet

made of straw, typical of the Northeast of Brazil. He explained how he had

made it and brought other bracelets to show in the next session.

The imaginary force of extreme poverty, allied to a presumed distance from

the ideals of the dominant culture, can hinder listening, that is, the recognition

of the subjects’ desire in the transference. Their refusal to speak is often

misinterpreted as a lack of resources, but it is actually a refusal characteristic of

those who need to be reassured about the Other before being able to talk about

their own suffering. The children regard the strategy of psychoanalytic listening

with distrust. These street kids may understand it as one more strategy of power

and dominance over them. And anxiously they ask, as Adalvan does, Why do

you want to know? Or, as Tiago explains, after being challenged in a number of

sessions, I cannot say those things and carry on living as I have to live. In his

speech, one question emerges: without possibilities to transform the reality in

which he lives, can he live outside the alienation of an imaginary identity?

Wouldn’t doing so make him all the more vulnerable? From these sessions, we

could observe that the subjects protected themselves using the stereotypical

positions and imaginary places that are typically assigned to them: aggressive,

dangerous and delinquent. The therapeutic results suggest that breaking up

these imaginary positions, however, could allow the subjects to experience new

positions within specific situations.

Subjects’ identification with the place of exclusion in the social structure is

striking in some of these clinical accounts. Waldemar, for instance, tells the

clinician that he (from the age of eight onward) and his father used to go out in

Psychoanalytic listening to socially excluded young people

11r 2013 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1088-0763 Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society Vol. 18, 1, 1–16



    
  A

UTHOR C
OPY

the evening to fetch food for the family from the trash dump. In his words,

this was ‘an adventure’ marked by his fear of finding ‘remains of dead people’.

Another example is seen in the description of Zeca given by his mother. She tells

the clinician that Zeca contracted a disease that affected his speech and hearing.

Nothing about this disease had been said or explained to the mother or treated

by the doctors or taken care of by the school. The clinical setting allows the

client to write and draw in the sessions. Zeca draws the headless mule of

Brazilian folklore, which eats the family’s leftovers, and Zeca expresses

hopelessness and accommodation to this situation. Zeca’s mother seems

somewhat distant, divided between caring for him, for the other children, and

for her work. She was mostly anxious about the loss of the house, which had been

quarantined by the Town Hall because of its location at the city’s sewage area.

Such situations require careful interventions: approaching difficulties as a

symptom implies considering also their relation with the real. It is necessary to

ponder whether the lack of biological, moral and economic resources impeded

the symbolic elaboration that could give a symptomatic form to the real, or

whether symbolisation is, in fact, operating within the discursive resources of

the subject, as in the drawing mentioned previously. Giving room to the

symptom is necessary to meet the ways the subjects present themselves and to

enable the emergence of the singular. In this sense, even the terrible can be

inserted in a context that endows it with meaning and significance. It is worth

bearing in mind that the logic of the market is ruled by a discourse that inscribes

the subject in a certain position and that clinical listening can, by promoting the

articulation of the signifying chain, make this discursive position circulate and

open up space.

Adalvan, who ran away from home, ‘not knowing why’, and who wandered

the streets during his childhood and adolescence, speaks of an anxious

experience. Although he claimed he didn’t even remember this ‘lost memory’

any longer, during the sessions he brought it up: the fire in the shed. In the

absence of the mother, who had left the children locked at home under the care

of the eldest, ten-year-old daughter, the shed caught fire one day and the

children were rescued by the neighbours. When the mother returned home very

anxious, she beat his sister up. Where was the mother when he needed her so

much? Adalvan himself answers little by little – ‘working for the children’s

bread’ (translation for breadwinner). He then realises that he was looked after

by the mother. At this moment Adalvan smiles and comments that he had never

smiled before.

Considerations about Psychoanalytic Listening

Before considering diagnoses or structures, it is necessary to listen to the

subjects, to make room for the emergence of the subjective position that
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occupies the place of ‘left-over’ in the social structure. Within this context of

social trauma, different ways develop that tend to suppress the conditions of

subjectivity for these subjects, processes of collective reification that can lead to,

among other things, blind submission, autistic closure, or irruptions of violence.

As a result of the traumatic impact of the subjects’ impotence in relation to the

Other, which presents itself as consistently and insistently barring any access to

the condition of a phallic and desiring logic, subjects withdraw. They build up a

solid and necessary barrier, which has its expression in what we call the subjects’

muting and necessary apathy. Some subjects break through this apathy by

having violent reactions. This temporary suspension of desire, seen here as a

way of defence that can, at times, last a whole lifetime, is not structural and not

necessarily permanent. But it is the subject’s way of defending against the

position of being a left-over in the social structure; the defence is a necessary

protection for psychic survival. Our observations are derived from the way that

some situations of listening allowed the desiring subject to emerge and to come

alive in situations where, previously, only barren lives seemed to exist.

The listening that aims at breaking barriers and rescuing the experience

shared with the Other must be a listening of the witness, a listening aimed at

rescuing memory. Talk, however, that simply repeats and updates the traumatic

is not sufficient. Clinical listening does not refer to the account that seems

produced to satisfy the curiosity of the Other: neither an exposition of suffering

for the delight of the Other nor the display of the grotesque. Psychoanalytic

listening supposes the presence of the desiring Other, in everything that it

implies. Transference becomes a contour, an organising border of limitless

jouissance. With regard to the stories of law-breaking children, for instance, the

psychoanalyst should not limit her or his listening strictly to the crimes

committed. The account itself has its limits: the limit of the fantasy (fantasma)

that supports the analyst and that guides him or her to detect when the account

can be shared as the experience of a subject or when it, rather, has the status of a

pure jouissance of suffering, his or her own or the Other’s.

Discussion

We highlight the symbolic and imaginary dynamic that interposes itself, as

resistance, in listening to subjects caught in situations of social and discursive

helplessness. The imaginary force and potentiality of destitution and a supposed

distance from the ideals of the dominant culture can obstruct listening, that is,

the recognition of the subject’s desire in the transference. This recognition is

crucial, as not taking it into account can lead practitioners to erroneous inter-

pretations of a client’s forms of expression, for example, taking the subject’s

refusal to speak as a lack of demand or desire of the subject or as a lack of

his/her having psychic resources. Psychoanalytic listening is transgressing in

Psychoanalytic listening to socially excluded young people
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relation to the bedrock of the way society is organised, and it implies rupturing

the tie that institutionalises a refusal to listen to the subject.

Crucial to the specificity of clinical listening to socially excluded subjects is

that we take into consideration the place they occupy in the discursive logic of

the market, that is, a consideration of the place of left-over that the subject

occupies in the social structure and the suspension of meaning for the subject

about this place in the logic of the market. This suspension of meaning is

precisely what keeps the subject locked into a traumatic condition. The subjects’

identification with this place of dejection is one of the factors that make it

difficult to position themselves in the web of knowledge, rendering speaking

impossible and marking their discourse, at times, by silence. Listening to these

subjects can allow them to set into motion signifying articulations that break up

imaginary identifications and contribute to elucidating some of the subjective

effects of the system.

Even in the most adverse situations it is possible to glimpse the structuring

and organizing effects of psychoanalytic listening, which allows subjects to

resist and find cracks in the social structure. Listening, nevertheless, does not

suffice, as, beyond the verification of the devastating subjective effects of

exclusion, an ethical positioning is necessary, one that entails the promotion of

change in the social and political structures that sustain this social situation.

Psychoanalytic listening to subjects living in social exclusion makes clear the

need for social change.
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Notes

1 All the translations in the text are the authors’.

2 The horror of the uncanny is its condition of being strangely familiar, known by the subject; that is,

‘this uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and old-established
in the mind and which has become alienated from it only through the process of repression’ (Freud,

1919, p. 301).
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Pujó, M. (2000) Trauma e desamparo. Buenos Aires. El Psicoanálisis y el Hospital.
Clı́nica del desamparo 17(9): 22–37.

Rosa, M.D. (1999) O discurso e o laço social nos meninos de rua. Revista Psicologia USP,
São Paulo: USP – IP, 10(2): 205–217.

Sawaia, B. (1999) As artimanhas da exclusão. Rio de Janeiro: Vozes.

Debieux Rosa and Mountian

16 r 2013 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1088-0763 Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society Vol. 18, 1, 1–16


