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1. INTRODUCTION

”Is it possible for a person without identity to have a future?”
1.1. CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

According to the latest statistics (September 2018) 

provided by UNHCR - United Nations High Commission-

er for Refugees, there are currently 10 million stateless 

people who have been denied a nationality and access 

to basic rights such as education, healthcare, employ-

ment and freedom of movement, plus an unprecedent-

ed number of 68.5 million people around the world 

who have been forced from home. Among them there 

are nearly 25.4 million refugees, over half of whom are 

under the age of 18. Europe is witnessing the arrival of 

an increasing numbers of young, single asylum seekers 

- especially unaccompanied minors that arrive to a new 

country alone, without a parent or guardian. It is the 

highest levels of displacement on record and, besides 

that, this is a different flow of migration than the ones 

which Europe was accustomed to, not only in terms of 

numbers but mostly in terms of the human impact that 

characterizes it. In fact, at the same time, the incidence 

in Europe and its neighbouring countries of hate crimes 

and attacks on migrants and refugees, combined with 

hate speech, propaganda, violent xenophobia, as well 

as the rise in religious and political extremism, is mak-

ing the youth radicalisation and the associated use of 

violence a growing issue of concern. 

In this current time, which has been defined by Colette 

Soler as “the era of traumatisms”, new approaches are 

needed that can meet the epochal dimension of the mi-

gratory phenomenon that is affecting the whole Europe.

It is within this frame that the idea of the project ExU-

LI was born. The project is a cross-sectoral partnership, 

committed to a 24-months project, which involves 5 

organizations from 4 of the major countries involved in 

the reception of migration flows: Italy, France, Spain and 

Greece. One of its main goals is to encourage synergies 

between actors (professionals and volunteers) from dif-

ferent areas of intervention, in order to foster innovation 

and look for synergies which can be appropriate for the 

new challenges on inclusion and integration that the Eu-

ropean society is being called to face. 

1.  This is the question posed by a young exiled welcomed in one of our re-
ception centers in Italy.

1
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1.2. A PREFACE ON MIGRATION AND TRAUMA

What today we call “migratory phenomenon”, or “migra-

tory flows”, is something that has been present within 

the human history since it began to live in settlements, 

after the invention of agriculture. Famines and wars 

have been and still are the two main reasons why a 

community decides to abandon its home and its land, 

the land of the ancestors. These two reasons have not 

changed during the course of history, but somehow 

the geopolitical order and the economic interests of the 

welcoming countries have been increasingly placing 

more borders and more obstacles to this phenomenon, 

although there is no other reason for these flows than 

the drive of survival and the desire for a future perspec-

tive. A direct consequence is that the migratory phe-

nomenon is acquiring a new connotation, it is now seen 

as a problem of the welcoming countries, a problem 

that can break or unbalance the achieved equilibrium, 

in which the displaced people are perceived as carrier 

of mistrust, suspicion and fears.

Within this Compendium we will look deeper into this 

issue in order to better understand the phenomenon 

of segregation as a response to the phenomenon of 

migration. We will look at that from the perspective of 

psychoanalysis, a praxis in which there is no distinction 

between the individual subject and the collective, and 

in which the root cause for segregation is found within 

the core of the subject. 

We will start from the thesis that for each subject, exile 

is nothing but a forced choice that takes place in con-

ditions of scarcity or lack of economic resources. These 

conditions lead to situations in which important psychic 

resources are needed in order to confront and overcome 

them, resources that very often are not available to the 

subject.

This leads to two main observations:

• the trauma is subjective (the same event may pro-

voke different effects on two different people);

• there is no subject without trauma;

If we define trauma as an encounter with an experience 

that cannot be symbolized, it will be immediately clear 

how the children, who have such few language elements 

to name the things which surround them, are especially 

exposed to traumatic situations. It is important to under-

line though how this does not mean that everything that 

is unknown to a child becomes automatically a traumat-

ic experience or that the trauma necessarily needs to 
be a major event (as the dimensions of it are given 
by the measure of what the subject experiences in 
front of it), only that children and youth happen to 
be most vulnerable subjects.
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1.3. NEEDS AND OBJECTIVES

As the European Commission over the last years is 

urging the youth work to focus more and more on 

the prevention of radicalisation and on the support 

of social inclusion (notably of refugees and migrants), 

there has been a growing number of initiatives, studies 

and researches which have been carried out on the 

matter, through which several findings, lessons, needs 

and challenges relevant for youth work have been 

identified. Specifically referring to the outcomes of the 

international conference “Youth work against violent 

radicalisation”, which took place in Malta in November 

2017, and the conclusions of the related publication of 

the same name promoted by both the European Com-

mission and the Council of Europe, it has been outlined 

how some of the main challenges and needs identified 

were related mostly to recognition of the limited impact 

of youth work within the wider, social, political and 

economic context, together with the need to devise 

new approaches to work on the topic  and improve the 

impact of current practices as inspiration for further 

work.

The project ExULI aims to act in the direction of pre-

venting extremism and violent radicalization in its early 

stages by working both on the subjective dimension of 

young migrants, asylum seekers, refugees and second 

generation immigrants, and on the communities into 

which these forced migrants are flowing into.

It becomes clear then, how taking up a holistic approach 

and building partnerships with other community actors 

is becoming a crucial aspect in order to guarantee the 

impact and incidence of the analytical discourse in our 

time, maintaining the relation with the reception cen-

ters, with the care institutions, with the social and polit-

ical practices that are measured with the symptoms of 

times and as well with the links with other theoretical 

practices that involve the subject (education, science, 

philosophy, art, religion, etc.).
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That was one of the main reasons which was behind 

the partnership building of the ExULI project, which 

connects together two practices of work which are both 

supporting resilience, fostering within newly arrived 

and second generation youth the ability to deal with 

the contradictions created by their exile condition and, 

at the same time, empowering them and developing 

their expression skills in order to give new impetus to 

their lives and supporting them to create new social 

links and have better future perspectives.

This work starts by collecting and systematizing the 

knowledge and professional experience of non-formal 

education and Lacanian psychoanalysis in the field of 

work with newly arrived and second generation youth 

within a Compendium. The Compendium outlines an 

integrated approach which can be transferable and 

adaptable by youth workers, educators, cultural medi-

ators and psychoanalysts in regards of the reception 

and the creation of the preliminary conditions for the 

treatment of trauma.

More specifically, the approach is based on combining 

typical conditions created by non-formal education 

methods, such as the ability to engage, to create safe, 

comfortable and positive environments and having the 

group in service of the individual, together with the 

knowledge gained from the psychoanalytic discourse, in 

order to allow these young people to work out trauma, 

by creating the conditions for them to identify it and rec-

ognize it and create new social links, having the choice 

to move and develop their unexplored symbolic and 

imaginary resources while being engaged in laboratory 

pathways (atelier) which are using low access threshold 

expression techniques.
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1.4. WHO IS THE COMPENDIUM FOR?

The massive migrants flow arriving to Europe highlight-

ed how there is an urgent need to improve through 

training the skills of all those carers involved in the 

process of reception and work with newly arrived and 

second generation youth, providing them with proper 

knowledge and suitable methodological tools in order 

to effectively respond to all the basic human needs 

and allow these people to exercise their rights (such 

as asylum, relocation, inclusion, civic involvement, 

employment, training, etc.). It is obvious how all these 

practitioners, such as trainers, social workers, educa-

tors, school teachers, interpreters, cultural mediators, 

psychoanalysts and other multipliers, hold a position of 

critical importance, and their duties involve a significant 

level of difficulty (from both a practical and psycholog-

ical perspective). Setting minimum expectations which 

lead to primitive working conditions are not enough to 

face this situation. Instead, a high degree of effective-

ness and professionalism is needed in order to enable 

all these carers to support these young people to be 

empowered, productive and socially integrated within 

the new societies and therefore avoid in the long run 

the phenomenon of radicalization.

In response to this need, all those categories of profes-

sionals who attend subjects, whether from the educa-

tional, clinical or social field, are witnessing more and 

more to the proliferation of protocols and treatments 

which are supposed to be specific, tests and techniques 

in which the subjects’ reality is framed and closed in di-

agnoses that tell us very little about that specific person 

that we are listening to. All the diagnoses are guided by 

symptoms (such as sadness, problems of adaptation, 

etc.), but still don’t foresee the possibility to investigate 

the reason why.  It would be the same as if a doctor de-

cided to give an antipyretic medicine to someone who 

is suffering from a fever episode, instead of looking for 

the cause of it.

The idea of stepping away from the process of standard-

ization and classification reveals how there is a need for 

professionals who are working in this field to embrace 

the condition of their not-knowing-how. People who 

are involved in the field of work with newly arrived and 

second generation youth (such as youth workers, educa-

tors, psychologists, psychoanalysts, mediators, interpret-

ers) are called to reinvent something of their own tech-

niques in order to be able to attend every single subject. 

The know-how cannot be pre-established, because the 

same technique/approach cannot work for everyone. 

This logic, which is introduced by Freud and later on tak-

en up by Lacan, teaches us to learn to take into account 

in a preeminent way all that’s insufficient, ungraspable, 

the non-whole, to open ourselves to a subjective way . 

The subjective way has its ultimate horizon in the path 

of analysis and self-expression: is the landing place for 

the exiled, completely deprived of one’s own differences 

and uniqueness.

2. Commonly subjectivity is often held to be the antonym of objectivity, the 
latter being used to refer to the side of facts, reason, measurability and – ulti-
mately – control. But in the psychoanalytic use of the term subjectivity is not 
opposed to objectivity. Subjectivity in psychoanalysis does not imply a rela-
tivism but rather an ontology. Psychoanalysis is a practice which insists on the 
absolute specificity of each individual’s experience, meaning that subjectivity 
escapes all attempts at objectification. 

2



11

The invitation is then to go beyond that path which is 

established by standardization and to really listen to 

those who talk to us. Some of them could wish to aim 

at this ultimate horizon and advance on this path and 

therefore it is necessary to make space for the void, a 

space which becomes a place to welcome the knowl-

edge that the subjects bring with themselves.

It could please us to see ourselves as those who create 

less difficult situations, who provide energies to guar-

antee subsistence, who decide that “they” need some-

thing and what is it that they need. 

«To show solidarity one could say “we are all migrants”, it 

is nice perhaps, but it is not true; only those whose bod-

ies are at stake are migrants and this is what Lacan claims 

in contrast with those who instead turn their solidarity 

into a pedestal.»  says Colette Soler, warning us of the 

danger of narcissism which could be unconsciously hid-

den in those who, including us, in various ways deal with 

migrants and refugees. This is, of course, not the worst 

of the “pedestals” on which one can position oneself, the 

one of dealing with immigration and refugees in order 

to sustain a lovable and adequate image of us, but from 

a laical perspective we must know that it is like that and 

this is what allows us to work in order to rectify this posi-

tion, once we recognized it.

The rectification to the narcissism of the pedestal which 

can be created while working with the exiled and for the 

exiled, is at the core of the ExULI project.

3

3.  Soler C., Un autre Narcisse, Cours au Collège Clinique de Paris, 2016-2017, 
éditions du Champ lacanien, Paris, 2017, p. 163.
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1.5. WHY A COMPENDIUM? A WORD ON THE APPROACH

We chose the word Compendium to describe a work, 

in a text that shortly reduces one or more works by 

other authors, exposing their essential elements and 

arguments, like a short and succinct treaty. We chose 

this term in order to indicate how this is a work which is 

open to the active contribution of everyone who wants 

to participate .

The fact that this work doesn’t aim at any attempt of 

standardization, does not mean that it is not without 

principles. This Compendium moves away from the 

idea of protocol because we start from the precept 

from which each subject must be considered in one’s 

own singularity. The psychoanalytic discourse, which 

provides the epistemological framework to this work, 

points out the differences which there are from the 

mainstream discourses of psychiatry and psychology, 

which accentuate and sometimes presuppose that 

there has to be a causal link between the action of mi-

gration / exile and the development of a mental disor-

der. The psychoanalytic discourse instead distinguishes 

itself from the essentialist and deterministic approach-

es, although it is undeniable that the fact of experi-

encing migration and / or exile leads to situations and 

conditions that can interfere intensely in the subject’s 

wellness. This approach supposes, as a starting point, 

the fact of considering individual processes with all the 

respect needed, enhancing to the maximum the dignity 

of every subject.

 In other words, all the people need to be treated as they 

are, regardless of their origin, nationality, or legal and 

administrative situation. Therefore, this starting point 

implies the need to free oneself from prejudices, like the 

one implicated in the idea that every migratory process 

necessarily involves the development of an adjustment 

disorder. There is no standard trauma or an “a priori” 

event that is to be called traumatic. Only the person itself 

is in the position to set the consequences of it, according 

to the resources of one’s own unconscious, and conse-

quentially of the one’s own capacity to face it. The causal 

traumatic value of an event is established only in a sec-

ond moment by the person itself, and psychoanalysis 

can support the recovery of the subject’s own resource 

to address it.

The readers of this Compendium will discover in the fol-

lowing pages what can be gained by approaching the 

work of Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, Colette Soler 

and some other psychoanalysts of the International of 

the Lacanian Field Forums (IF-EPFCL), – which federates 

the activities of the Forums in the world and through the 

School aims to ensure the study of psychoanalysis and to 

guide its praxis –, combined with the contribution of the 

non-formal education practices typical of youth work.

While reading the Compendium, the reader will have to 

accept the fact that a little patience will be needed for 

that “time of understanding” that is the foundation of ev-

ery meeting within a new social link. A concept could be 

better clarified by reading forward; a line of explanation 

may require to be knotted or put in perspective with an-

other one, of which it may be useful to keep in mind at 

least an echo. After all, if we think that we immediately 

understand what another one says, does not this mean, 

in a certain way, that we are just considering enough 

what we already knew? Jacques Lacan thought so and, 

being faithful to the way in which the unconscious man-

ifests itself, he always left a chance for surprises.
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2. THEORETICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

One might wonder how to make the transition from 

a disordered way of managing the phenomenon of 

migration to an ordered one. Organizing migratory 

flows only according to criteria derived from sociology, 

statistics, economics, politics, seems to shipwreck, not 

only the refugees, but also the aid itself.

Studying what happened in 1921, Einstein was search-

ing for a logic to resolve the problem of the increasing 

number of soldiers that were trying to escape from 

having to go to the war front to preside and fight. The 

symptoms, that were called “war neuroses”, led to a 

time of temporary leave during which many soldiers 

received electroshock treatments as a “cure”: that was 

not a resolution!

Einstein suggested asking Freud to look for answers, 

which eventually shed light on a number of issues such 

as the difference between treatment and punishment, 

truth and manipulation, the generalization of the 

disaffection phenomenon and the peculiarity of each 

reaction, and on which were the causes and the effects 

of all this. The aim was to find the logic that could be 

extrapolated from the symptom in order to deduce the 

position of the subject in regards of the duty to fight, 

the refusal to do so and the management of the conse-

quences.

If put into logic, an action that aims to give effective an-

swers to the migration phenomenon has to go through 

the possible junction between the collective and the 

subjective. Jacques Lacan states how «the collective is 

the subject of the individual»  , indicating how, in order 

to understand what happens in the collective, it is neces-

sary to find in the phenomena, as if it was a watermark in 

transparency, what happens in the profile of the individ-

ual. This is the reason why this Compendium’s action sets 

on the principles that regulate the psychic happening in 

symptomatic and, therefore, singular manifestations.

When Einstein addressed Freud with the question: «Why 

war? Is there a way to free men from the fatality of war?»   

it was because he realized that the scientific thought 

could not help him to discern the dark recesses of hu-

man will and emotions and therefore he decided to ask 

Freud, as an expert in psychology, to help him explore 

the boundaries of the human mind and suggest educa-

tional pathways that could help to overcome these ob-

stacles.

2.1. WHY WAR? THE DESTRUCTIVE TENDENCY OF HUMAN BEINGS

4

5

4. Lacan, J. «Logical Time and the Assertion of Anticipated Certainty.» in Écrits 
(trans. Bruce Fink, W.W. Norton & Company, 2006), p. 175.

5. Freud S., Einstein A, Why War? [1932-3]
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Einstein understood the limits of both the scientific and 

political discourse, because any supranational authority 

and any effort made by the State to give up its freedom 

of action in favor of international security, had failed. 

Without a shadow of a doubt, he concluded that there 

were psychological  factors acting with a paralyzing 

effect and, in addition to these, the thirst for political 

power and economic conquests. Einstein was won-

dering how it was possible for a minority to be able to 

enslave for its greed the masses of people, who would 

only suffer and lose from a war. And also: how was it 

possible for the mass to be so inflamed, to reach this 

fury and meet its own holocaust?

Freud   isolates the phenomenon of violence in order to 

answer to the questions about the destructive tenden-

cy of the human being. The origin of violence has to be 

found in the denaturation of mankind that occurred 

through the process of Civilization and Culture, as he 

affirms in Civilization and Its Discontents, and this suf-

fering can be traced mainly in three sources:

«The suffering threatens us from three parts: from our 

body that, destined to waste away and to decompose, 

cannot evade those warning signals that are the pain 

and the anxiety; from the outside world that against 

us can pile on with inexorable destructive forces and of 

immense power; and finally from our relationships with 

others. The suffering that has origin from the last source 

warned us like the more painful thing then others.»   The 

third threat, that one warned as the most painful, has 

to be ascribed to the relationships among people, to 

what Freud defines Culture of Civilization: «civilization 

designates the amount of realizations and regulations 

which differentiate our life from the one of our animal 

ancestors and that are used for two purposes: to protect 

humanity from nature and to rule men’s relationships 

among them.» 

6

7

8

6. Freud S.,  Civilization and Its Discontents [1930], in Why War? [1932-3]  and 
in Moses and Monotheism [1939].

7. Freud S., Opere, vol. 10, p. 568-569.

8.  Ibidem, p. 580.
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On one hand, the domestication of nature through 

science and, on the other hand, the sublimation of rela-

tionships among men through ethics and politics. Freud 

explains the discomfort of civilization theorizing the 

social link based on the substitution of the brute force 

with the rule of law.

Einstein still asked to Freud: “Is there a way of orienting 

the psychic evolution of men so that they become able 

to resist the psychoses of hate and destruction?” He also 

believed it would be incredibly useful if Freud would 

depict the world peace issue in the light of the new 

discoveries in psychoanalysis.

Freud replies by replacing Einstein’s term strength with 

the one violence, which is the means to resolve the 

conflicts of interest, as it is in nature. Law is the strength 

of a community but violence is still present, how can we 

explain this? Freud identifies a single road that led from 

violence to Law in the course of evolution, the one that 

went through the awareness that the overwhelming 

power of one could be balanced by the union of the 

weakest. “L’union fait la force”,  the violence is broken by 

the union of many, the power of those who are unit-

ed now represents the law against the violence of the 

individual. 

Therefore, we see that the law is the strength of a com-

munity. But regardless of that, it is still violence. The only 

difference is that it is no longer the violence of an indi-

vidual to triumph, but the violence of the community. 

Furthermore, Freud points out that to migrate to the rule 

of Law there is a psychological condition that needs to 

happen: the union of the majority must be durable and 

stable and the community must be maintained by estab-

lishing laws that preserve the state through regulations.

These prescriptive laws which regulate social links, imply 

what is essential to the process of civilization, that is the 

the drive’s renunciation both of the life drives and of the 

death drive   (aggression and destruction). The founda-

tions of renunciation are dug in childhood and without 

it, social relationships would be subjected to the will of 

individuals, which means the individual’s whims. There-

fore, this drive’s renunciationand aggressiveness’ chan-

nelling is not an effect of the group but a condition that 

is making coexistence with peers possible.

10

9.  Freud S.,  Einstein A., Why War? [1932-3] 

10.  Drive (English translation of Freud’s term trieb): is the concept that ac-
counts for the special relationship that subjects have with their organism, as 
they are not only subjects of need but also of desire. Drive is what replaces 
instinct in human beings.

9
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Children are premature at birth. They cannot stand on 

their own. Besides that, babies cannot be constituted as 

a subject if they don’t have someone who gives them 

a place, who talks to them, who gives them a name, 

someone who pays attention to them, an attention that 

takes the baby out of anonymity. The essential care that 

is given to children is not enough for their survival. We 

find a drastic example in those cases in which children 

live, from birth, in institutions. Sometimes it has irrevo-

cable effects on them when, even though their basic 

needs are satisfied, there’s no one to take care of these 

other aspects that have just been mentioned.

The dimension of the language precedes the child. 

Before being born, someone talks about the child, 

someone imagines how he or she will be, the unborn 

is the topic around which multiple conversations and 

interpretations revolve. For example, it’s quite common 

to listen to families who fantasize about the unborn 

babies’ personality according to the movements in-

side their mother’s belly. Children have a place  in the 

parents’ discourse. We say in fact that babies are born 

into a language’s bath – meaning that, before being 

born, a subject is imagined even though it is still only 

pure living-being. In psychoanalysts’ offices this finds its 

verification, both when children or adults are attended. 

In a veiled way, it is possible to recognize the features 

of these “previous traces”, which emerge through the 

sayings, habits and the discomforts that condition the 

current life of the patients.

It is to the extent of the presence of a primordial Other   

(the mother, the father, or whoever exercises that func-

tion), someone who provides words, who gives mean-

ing to what is happening with the child and introduces 

norms, that children can organize their psyche. Through 

this words’ dispensation, the primordial Other is the one 

who provides the code to the child. When new-born 

babies cry or scream, it is impossible to know for sure 

what is happening to them, but we give a meaning to 

that cry: they are hungry, they are uncomfortable, and 

we act (or not) accordingly. Usually we act while we talk 

to the them, saying “you’re wet, let’s change your robes”, 

while we sing a song to reassure them, etc. Those atten-

tions, those words are what is needed to turn the cry 

into a call, a demand, a speech. It is through the Other 

that the child is ascribed to the norm imposed by culture 

and society, which, as we said already, implies loads of 

renunciations. As an example, we can think about toilet 

training: children must consent to relieve themselves 

in a specific place and in specific conditions. In psycho-

analysts’ offices, as well as in our daily life, it is possible 

to find numerous examples showing that, for a human 

being, the fact of acquiring basic and primary functions 

is so much more than just a matter of learning or pure 

organic development. 

2.2. THE SOCIAL LINK

11

11.  The Other: is a concept with different meanings that Lacan uses to refer 
to what precedes  subject’s existence and from which it is determined. It is 
written in capital letters in order to differentiate it from the other, in lowercase, 
which instead designates the peer.
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All this process leaves its marks both in the psyche and 

in the body. Children experience joy or discomfort – 

pleasure or displeasure when speaking in psychoana-

lytic terms – when entering into a state of demand and 

upon receiving those words, prohibitions, caresses or 

scolding, which leave their marks on them.

It is clear how the act of socialization entails unques-

tionable gains, but it is also clear how, from now on, 

something is irretrievably lost. “Our culture is built on 

the suffocation of the drives” were the words of Freud 

to illustrate how that culture represents the opposite 

to nature, which results in subjects being no longer 

protected by the completeness granted by the laws 

of nature. When human beings are born, they depend 

on another being that speaks and interprets things to 

them. As a result, it can be said that humans no lon-

ger relate to the world though materiality (from pure 

experience) but rather through things, objects which 

become something, for someone, somewhere. With lan-

guage, with the symbolic, there is a conquest over the 

real. Food, for example, is no longer just simple nourish-

ment. It is something that you want or not, just as it can 

be a sign of love or rejection of the Other..

The role of the Other in the psychic organization of the 

child and the constitution of the self has now been high-

lighted. To this, it should be added the importance that 

the peer, the other, acquire for the child starting from 

this moment. The image of a peer has in the child the im-

mediate effect of an identification: the child is reflected 

in the other, wants what the other has and nothing else, 

and cries when the other falls. Jealousy and transitivism 

are easily observable phenomena through which the 

child enters into a dialectical relationship with the peer, 

the similar, the other. It must be added that the feeling 

of rivalry that the child faces may turn into a principle 

of solidarity when instead is found before a third side, 

perceived as more threatening   (“L’union fait la force”).

Although the identification with the image of the similar 

introduces the child into the relationship with the peers, 

something more is needed in order to civilize this social 

relationship which, for now, is based solely on the imag-

inary, that is, on what the child sees and what the child 

imagines that can happen. Without that “something 

else”, rivalry would lead to the annihilation of the other. 

Why then does the child renounce to eliminate the peer? 

Because the child is not alone with the other, but there 

is that Other around whom the child revolves, on whom 

the child depends, and towards whom the child directs 

one’s own demand for love.

12

12.  Lacan J., «This moment in which the mirror stage comes to an end inau-
gurates by the identification with the imago of the counterpart and the drama 
of primordial jealousy […] the dialectic that will henceforth link the I to so-
cially elaborated situations. It is this moment that decisively tips the whole of 
human knowledge into mediatization through the desire of the other, consti-
tutes its objects in an abstract equivalence by the cooperation of others, and 
turns the I into that apparatus for which every instinctual thrust constitutes a 
danger […]» Écrits, New York: W. W. Norton, 1977.
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The “Other” with a capital “O”, designates radical al-

terity, and it transcends the illusory otherness of the 

imaginary because it cannot be assimilated through 

identification. Lacan equates the Other with the lan-

guage and the law. Hence the big Other is inscribed in 

the symbolic order. Indeed, the Other is the symbolic 

insofar as it is particularized for each subject. Thus, the 

Other is, at the same, a subject itself in its radical alterity 

and unassimilable uniqueness and the symbolic order 

which mediates the relationships of the subjects with 

their peers, making possible for the subjects to translate 

and make sense of what happens to them through their 

unconscious and symbolic language.

It appears then how social links don’t come as the sum 

of their components. The social link supposes some-

thing more: a “production”. That production is the effect 

of the incidence of a subject on the Other.

Another important element to add is that social links 

are also framed by the discourse of time. The ideals 

of the time outline modalities in front of which the 

subjects can position themselves, accepting or reject-

ing them. Those modalities establish common and 

“accepted” ways on how to live, relate, enjoy; the ways 

of producing, of dying. But there is no such thing as a 

social link’s model, no hegemonic modality. There are 

only types, singular ways of making links that each one 

can establish, within the discourse. Then, the discourse 

determines the social links because it regulates enjoy-

ment’s   modalities among the bodies and, therefore, 

allows coexistence; but it also interferes with individual 

pretences, desires and interests.

The difference between what is needed and what is 

wanted means that there are no programmed or equal 

answers for all. We are awarded of that in cases in which 

someone experiences dissatisfaction even when their as-

pirations are fulfilled (something that quite often brings 

someone to psychoanalyst’s office). Moreover, there are 

some who renounce to satisfy their needs, as we see in 

cases of anorexia, or that can feel joy in unfavourable sit-

uations.

While they are incomplete beings, humans are embarked 

on an incessant search for answers, objects (people, situ-

ations, things) that lead them – we could say – to an end-

less source of successes and disappointments that make 

up life itself.  And that searching, moved by desire is, at 

the same time, the vital engine of the subject.

In prosaic terms, we could say that, considering that not 

everything can be explained, known, done, lived, if we 

recognize and take intimately something of the irreme-

diable loneliness of the individual and its limitations, all 

of this allows us to get rid of that yoke that bring certain 

useless searches. It allows us to open up to new perspec-

tives that were hidden behind obstinacy, and to be able 

to desire beyond repetition. We can see that the social 

link results from assuming this structural limitation. The 

subject can establish links of friendship, love, work, while 

the mechanism of repression shows its effectiveness in 

the management of the drives. 

13.  Enjoyment: usually translates jouissance that, in French, is the name that 
Lacan gives to the mixture made of libido and the death drive; pleasure is not 
enjoyment, on the contrary it is a barrier against enjoyment:  human beings 
can advance without getting hurt in pleasure, but it hurts if they go beyond 
the pleasure principle because enjoyment is an excess, something more that 
goes beyond the limits of pleasure and towards pain.

13
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Let’s stop for a moment on one of the ways that turns 

making social links into something possible. We refer 

to the concept of sublimation. This concept, concep-

tualized by Freud in 1905, uses to design elevation of a 

behaviour or activity in the aesthetic sense; an artistic, 

technological, literary, discursive production through 

which a subject can to make a link to the Other, a link to 

the social dimension. A way in which, when producing 

an object, the subject can express in a discursive way 

something about oneself and also – sometimes – of the 

traumatic. For example, an artistic production can be 

a way to approach to something experienced by one 

person within the framework of the social link: there is 

someone who experiences creating and someone who 

experiences or feels when confronted with the work.

So, the social link is given, we said, between at least two 

peers. Which leads us to underline what we’ve men-

tioned before: social link is a way to regulate enjoyment. 

In psychoanalytic discourse, enjoyment is not the same 

as pleasure, we might even say that it is opposed to it.

Civilization is a limitation of the enjoyment, imposed by 

the restrictions of freedom and complete satisfaction 

of individuals and acquisition of security, order, justice 

and ethics; meaning that in nature strength of men and 

women is replaced by law, war by politics and drives by 

morals. However, the analytical perspective reminds us 

that there is always a remain. Not everything from the 

real can pass to the symbolic and where there is a re-

nunciation, the drive insists and keeps pushing to sat-

isfaction, where there is repression there is the coming 

back of what was repressed. In this sense violence is the 

coming back of what humanity has had to give up in or-

der to humanize itself.
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The first distinction made between health and mental 

illness comes from the framework of the modern state; 

it was strictly linked to the idea of the individual as a 

Cartesian subject (I think therefore I am) and the socio-

economic changes brought by the French Revolution. 

At the time, individuals were considered as subjects 

of consciousness, citizens responsible for their actions 

which were commanded by Reason. All those who 

couldn’t be ascribed to these precepts – the so-called 

irrational subjects – were considered outlaws, sick peo-

ple, alienated. Freud’s main discover, the unconscious, 

subverted, contradicted this idea. 

The reason why unconscious is important for psycho-

analysis is that the discourse of Freud’s patients, the 

things that were told to him, contradicted the discourse 

of the time. Those patients, mainly women, talked 

about things that didn’t quite adjust to the logic of the 

time. They came to Freud’s studio with paralysis, blind-

ness and other functional impairments without having 

any actual organic or neurological damage. Freud’s 

patients revealed that behind those symptoms there 

was some truth that was hidden and unknown to them, 

a fact that contradicted the medical discourse of that 

time, which was based on organicity and biologism. 

Those patients suffered because of symptoms whose 

origin was an unconscious conflict. Studying those 

severe affectations, Freud could verify how the same 

mechanisms involved in symptoms’ formation were also 

involved in the development of the so-called normal 

psychic life.

So, psychoanalysis embraced a new subject’s concep-

tion, moving away from the idea that considers the in-

dividual as a being of will and control, an all-conscious 

being. Therefore, the line between health and mental 

illness was diluted and it became something more like 

a continuum. The unconscious was Freud’s great dis-

covery, which makes the difference and is what gives 

to psychoanalysis its specificity. Consciousness is only 

a superficial and circumstantial manifestation of psy-

chic processes which, in spite of not knowing too much 

about them, govern us.

In his topographical conception of the psyche, Freud 

proposed the presence of three psychic instances: con-

scious, preconscious and unconscious. 

The unconscious should not be confused with what is 

not-conscious. The unconscious is a knowledge that is 

constituted, at the expense of the subject, from what the 

subject represses in order to reduce the tension, as much 

as possible, thanks to the pleasure principle. It is a knowl-

edge that cannot be reached directly by the subject and 

cannot emerge directly into consciousness as its content 

has been repressed, so it meets resistance. The subject 

can know something about the unconscious through 

unexpected manifestations of it and without any possi-

bility of planning or calculation. Dreams, lapsus linguae 

(misspeaking), parapraxis (symptomatic actions) and 

jokes; in a dreamlike image, in a laughter, when improp-

erly saying a name instead of the one we actually want-

ed to say, something shows up, a truth dislodged from 

consciousness and that has been replaced by something 

else. We find an unconscious knowledge that is shown 

and hidden at the same time. In other words, it is shown 

in disguise, which is one of the ways of concealment.

2.3. THE UNCONSCIOUS, INDIVIDUAL KNOWLEDGE
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Psychoanalysis speaks of unconscious’ formations 

meaning that it points to the truth of the subject. Our 

choices, the things that thrill us, that make us happy, 

that make us suffer, the links we establish with others, 

those don’t happen in a programmed way according to 

a “natural” pattern. Each one of us is crossed by specific 

determinations that have their source in those expe-

riences which have been lived during childhood. The 

main point is that what is relevant doesn’t have much 

to do with “what happened”, because that would lead 

us to determinism. For example, it would be like saying 

that if some people had an unhappy childhood that will 

result in them being sick or unhappy adults.

What matters in psychoanalysis’ field are the marks 

left by the encounter with the Other and the traces 

left by what the single subjects experienced in their 

relationships with the others, their peers. Traces that 

are inscribed in the subjects can leave a mark in the 

unconscious because they were shocked by them so 

far as they altered their wellness. The psychic apparatus’ 

task is to tend to homeostasis, to a certain constancy 

between the internal and the external. This is possible 

because the psychic energy, the libido, moves and 

flows, favouring some mechanisms or others.

As we were saying, that Other of the time of childhood, 

the parents, intrudes on the life of the child with its de-

mands (such as expectations and desires, for example). It 

can be said then that these encounters have something 

traumatic in so far as they interfere with the child’s en-

joyment. But there is something even more primordial 

that lies at the bottom of the unconscious: the first thing 

that children find when they are born is the language 

that surrounds them. The mother tongue; some con-

crete words; a certain way of speaking, a certain way of 

saying, an intonation, a sonority, these are things that 

are instilled in each one of us, registered in an individ-

ual and singular way, and that constitute another type 

of knowledge – the unconscious knowledge – that af-

fects the body. This is the reason why we say: “the uncon-

scious, individual”.

Language is so much more than a way of communica-

tion. In fact, sometimes is not useful to understand each 

other, as it has a more important function than the ap-

parently main one. The mother tongue is fundamental 

because of its function of humanization and civilization 

for the new born. Beyond that, it is through language 

that desire is transmitted from one generation to anoth-

er, and through that transmission it conveys a knowl-

edge. Single subjects are not aware about that knowl-

edge but this doesn’t mean that it doesn’t affect them. 

Thus, the unconscious is doubly knowledge of the mem-

ory of traumatic encounters  and knowledge as a record 

of the deposit of the enjoyment of the spoken language.

So, although the unconscious is something individual, 

the framework in which it is constituted is the frame-

work of the discourse that reigns at that specific time, 

which also carries in itself the traces of history, as we’ve 

said before.

14

14.  Soler C., The Trauma [1998], Conference, FCL Medellín, Colombia.
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In 1921 with Group Psychology and the Analysis of the 

Ego, Freud begins to think about the relations between 

“collective psychology” (what in the development of 

Lacan we can define as “social links”) and the “analysis 

of the ego”: a social psychology that takes into account 

the individual and vice versa. We can read in this refer-

ence:

«It is true that individual psychology is concerned with 

the individual man and explores the paths by which he 

seeks to find satisfaction for his instinctual impulses; 

but only rarely and under certain exceptional condi-

tions is individual psychology in a position to disregard 

the relations of this individual to others. In the individu-

al’s mental life someone else is invariably involved, as a 

model, as an object, as a helper, as an opponent; and so 

from the very first individual psychology, in this extend-

ed but entirely justifiable sense of the words is at the 

same time social psychology as well.»  

This is because, as we said, individuals are constituted 

as a subject by their relationship with the others, medi-

ated through the Other.

In this essay, Freud analyses the basis of collective be-

haviours that imply the social cohesion. He addresses 

the motivations that induce individual to change their 

own behaviour within the mass. The identification is the 

mechanism at the base of processes and effects of the 

psychology of the mass. It allows to establish the alter-

ity as a function that structures the psyche, and makes 

the group the medium through which the drive satisfies 

itself in a  an indirect way, namely through the sublima-

tion.

So, the collective needs the Other in order to exist, and 

the identification with the  leader of the mass avoids 

the risk of the possible divisions and fragmentations 

that would derive from the hatred arisen by the identi-

fication and rivalry  among counterparts of a group, of 

a community. Regardless of how subjects identify their 

belonging, this hatred often re-emerges within the same 

community in the form of dissidence, that can manifest 

itself through  expulsion phenomena which can even 

result in the persecution of those who, being dissident 

to the mass, are perceived as extraneous, foreign, eteros. 

The etymological root indicates that the stranger, the 

foreigner is outside (from the latin extraneus, derived 

of extras, “outside”) but Freud reverses this etymological 

perspective and Lacan changes its logic through some 

postulates that allow us to find the origin of racism, of 

the hatred for what is perceived as extraneous, for the 

unsettling stranger, in the anguish . The most general 

formula of modern racism is the hate for the particular 

way in which the other experience enjoyment, but if the 

other is within me, the origin of racism becomes then 

the hate for my own enjoyment.

2.4. WHAT IS IN THE COLLECTIVE IS ALSO IN THE INDIVIDUAL
15

15. Lacan, J. «The collective is the subject of the individual», cf. «Logical Time 
and the Assertion of Anticipated Certainty.» in Écrits (trans. Bruce Fink, W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2006), p. 175.

16. Freud S., Opere, cit., vol. 9, p. 261.
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The very definition of limit implies the act of going be-

yond the limit; a concept which would not exist without 

the definition of limit itself and the possible consequent 

transgression of it. The invention of the unconscious 

by Freud, first with the identification of the instances 

“Unconscious, Preconscious and Conscious”, and then 

with the instances “Id, Ego and Super-Ego”   , which 

permanently separate our supposed unified identity – 

of which we are forced to make use of – has definitively 

shown that the limit is something that is present within 

the subject, and that the limit brings with it something 

that concerns us: the uncanny. The concept of the un-

canny was first fixed by Sigmund Freud in Das Unheim-

liche  , an essay which explores through the story of 

Sandman of E.T.A. Hoffman, the presence of the terrify-

ing in the most familiar.  For Freud, the uncanny is what 

allows the subject to locate the unfamiliarity within the 

ordinary.

The uncanny is an affect that takes over the subjects 

whenever they are faced with an other that they expect 

to be familiar but that instead presents, surprisingly, 

some unknowns characteristics which turn this famil-

iar-Other into something foreign and unrecognizable. 

The perturbation is the effect of waiting for something 

familiar that puts the subject in a state of openess; 

this initial disposition makes individuals vulnerable 

when then they are then faced with some unknown 

and foreign traits or manifestation, thus resulting in a 

condition of disorientation, fright and confusion. All of 

this is described as an event that takes place in the rela-

tionship of the subject with the Other, but, first of all, it 

constitutes an event that occurs inside the subject.

Expanding on the idea of the close stranger, Lacan wrote 

that the uncanny places us “in the field where we do not 

know how to distinguish bad and good, pleasure from 

displeasure”, resulting in an irreducible anguish that aris-

es in the Real. 

Lacan propose the concept of extimité  , that indicates 

an internal exteriority and he will deepen the substance 

of this close stranger, of this other that is within us. The 

core of psychoanalysis, the real space of psychoanalysis, 

is precisely in this threshold, in the boundary zone be-

tween the identity, necessary to define ourselves as sub-

jects in the world, and the other in us.

2.5. THE CLOSE STRANGER

17.   Cfr. Freud S., «L’io e l’Es», Opere, cit., Vol. 9, [1917-1923], Bollati Boringhieri, 
Torino 1977.

18.  Freud S., «The uncanny», Das Unheimliche [1919].

19.  The word extimité is proposed by Jacques Lacan in his Seminar XVI: From 
an Other to the other [1968-1969], Seuil, Paris, 2006, page 249. The word is at 
the time mostly used as a translation of Freud’s unheimlich, and also serves to 
translate the English uncanny.
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This other in us is not always visible: it comes out into 

transition moments, in the moments in which we are 

forced to dismiss or revise our identifications  , in the 

unexpected moments of crisis  , in those moments in 

which we find in us the irruption of something symp-

tomatic that makes our life harder. The fact that we are 

carriers of drives and enjoyment and not of instincts – 

programmed in a fixed way as happens in animal nature 

–, is a human condition that makes our own sexuality 

foreign to us.   All these moments are always accompa-

nied by anguish,  an affection that does not lie.  

The question of aggression opens up to the dimension of 

the political, who cannot be extraneous to psychoanal-

ysis, since the very matter of the political  that is based 

on the friend-enemy distinction, insists – and could 

not be otherwise – on the same border area between-

the identity which is needed to be defined as a subject 

and the Other that exists in us. The core of psychoanal-

ysis is located at these threshold.  Some psychoanalytic 

concepts, such as the Lacanian one of enjoyment, can 

explain better than other practices that ignore the pres-

ence of the unconscious, the formation of the segrega-

tion urge which is the overturning of the interior strang-

er on the exterior stranger, at the origin of racism. 

20.   Soler C., Vers l’identité, Cours au CCP-Paris 2014-2015, Éditions du Champ 
lacanien, Paris 2015.

21.  Cf. Freud S., «The uncanny», Das Unheimliche [1919], op. cit.

22.  Cf. Freud S., «Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality»  [Drei Abhand-
lungen zur Sexualtheorie, 1905], sometimes titled Three Contributions to the 
Theory of Sex, is a  work which advanced his theory of sexuality, in particular 
its relation to childhood.

23.  Cf. Lacan J., Seminar X, Anxiety, was held at St. Anne’s Hospital, Paris, in the 
year 1962-63, edited by Cambridge, UK and Malden, USA, Polity Press, 2014.

24.  Colette Soler, «Politica e Psicoanalisi», Conferenza pubblica, Camera dei 
Deputati, Sala del Mappamondo, Palazzo di Montecitorio, Roma, 15.06.2018.
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Our  time stands out for its extraordinary abundance 

of literature on trauma – singular – and its possible 

treatments, plural. This emphasis is not new. It started 

approximately with the 20th century and is more or 

less contemporary with psychoanalysis and the shock 

that civilization sustained with Word War I. The notion 

of shell shock is undoubtedly one of the earliest traces 

bearing clear witness of this conjunction. Nowadays, 

this topic keeps coming up in the discourse altogether, 

in psychiatry of course, but elsewhere as well. It can 

also be found in the discourse of health policies, main-

ly around questions raised on the indemnities due to 

victims of large catastrophes, as well as in law, when 

dealing with problems concerning responsibility.  

Trauma has passed from psychiatry and psychoanalysis’ 

fields into popular language, so much so that today 

in our culture it’s quite usual to hear people say that 

someone has been traumatized by a specific experi-

ence, or by a certain personal relationship, even by 

situations that in the past they would not have been 

called by this name. Taking a brief look at the ways of 

life of previous generations, we can notice considerable 

differences about how the traumatic event is consid-

ered. Nowadays, there’s a huge sensitivity towards the 

psychological consequences of a supposedly traumatic 

event. We find a good example of this sensitivity in how 

quickly psychological attention devices are created ad 

hoc when an event that affects a group of people take 

place. Another example is the rapid presumption, a 

priori, of the traumatic nature of certain experiences, for 

which we can talk about trauma only by looking at their 

consequences sometime later (après coup).

2.6. THE TRAUMA AND THE DISCOURSE

25.   Soler C., «Screen discourses», in L’epoca dei traumi, L’époque des trauma-
tismes, ed. bilingue, Biblink, Roma, 2004; L’époque des traumatismes, The era 
of traumatism, ed. bilingue, Biblink, Roma, 2005, p. 17-55.

26.  Soler C., ibidem.

Trauma is one of the names given to the breaking in of 

calamity when it comes about from nowhere, by sur-

prise, withholding any possibility to refer its origin to the 

subject who suffers its consequences with fear. It is justly 

referred to as a real that falls upon you, a real which ex-

cludes the subject, totally unrelated to the unconscious 

or the desire in each one, a real you come across with and 

in the face of which, as the saying goes, the subject “can 

do nothing about it”, except carrying its consequences, 

like so many other traces deemed as unforgettable.  

The list of effective traumas has grown to a consider-

able length. War traumas, to start: World War I, World 

War II, the Vietnam war, the Gulf war, Arab-Israeli wars… 

the term “etc.” is here unfortunately possible. Then then 

there are the traumas of terrorism, the victims of the so-

called natural catastrophes and those not-so-natural ca-

tastrophes, like Chernobyl, which raise the question of 

responsibility.
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These phenomena invite us to ask ourselves if the con-

cept of trauma has extended the terms that delimit it. 

That is to say, if today we describe as traumatic expe-

riences that once were not, or if modern subjects are 

more permeable and more easily affected by experienc-

es that were previously endured without affective loss. 

Probably the two theses are true and are intertwined. 

In this regard, Colette Soler   argues that the modern 

subject is weakened, even helpless, because the current 

discourse does not have a strong Other to lean on, like a 

guide. In other words, the modern discourse of capital-

ist society has no unifying ideal, which results in a world 

with an inconsistent order that does not give meaning 

to existence, but that offers instead a multiplicity of 

objects to be consumed individually. These objects of 

immediate and ephemeral satisfactions impoverish the 

subjects who eventually find themselves more alone, 

more unsettled and more exposed to irruptions of 

the real, confronted with situations that they cannot 

subjectivize and that corner them in nonsense. For 

that reason, in fact, in our society we find an increasing 

number of vulnerable people, as well as a wide range 

of therapies – treatments, plural – that aim to promote 

resilience, the ability to overcome traumatic situations. 

At the opposite pole, instead, there are cultures con-

noted by strong religious or patriotic roots in which 

the promise of some kind of transcendence after death 

could lead subjects to put their own lives at risk.  

Trauma is a term that comes from the medicine’s field, 

where it designates a wound produced by the violent 

action of an external agent. This idea of a violent ex-

ternal cause is preserved in psychology and psychiatry 

when referring to an emotional trauma. In this case, it 

would be the suffering of a misfortune that falls on the 

subjects unexpectedly, by surprise, regardless of their 

actions or thoughts, and that has lasting consequences 

in their lives.

27.  Soler C., L’epoca dei traumi, L’époque des traumatismes, ed. bilingue, 
Biblink, Roma, 2004; L’époque des traumatismes, The era of traumatism, ed. 
bilingue, Biblink, Roma, 2005.

28.  See Colette Soler’s analysis of Henry V’s harangue in Shakespeare’s play 
(scene III, act IV), “a remarkable paradigm of the power to soften the real that 
a consistent discourse confers on the verb”. Cf. Soler C., L’epoca dei traumi, op. 
cit., p. 20-34.

29.   “The Advents of the Real and the Psychoanalyst”, X° Rendez-vous of the 
IF-SPFLF, Barcelona, 13-16 September 2018.

In psychoanalysis, we call it “a real”, and specifying this 

concept, we get two slopes. On the one side, it indicates 

all the forms of enjoyment averting regulation by the 

pleasure principle, deleterious drives. On the other side, 

its refers to great catastrophes, eruptions, earthquakes, 

floods, etc., that sweep away human installations The 

subject’s discours is evidently unable to treat one slope 

and the other in the same way. Following his steps, La-

can will formulate the Real as everything that cannot be 

assimilated to ‘psychic realty’, what escapes words and 

images – neither symbolic nor imaginary. One of the first 

definitions of the real written by Lacan in 1954 is: “what 

subsists outside symbolization”,   that is to say, outside 

language.

The traumatic moment is defined by the encounter with 

a danger in the face of which the subject is deprived par-

ticularly of the means of action of the pleasure principle, 

is object of untreatable ‘excitation’: this is the experience 

of helplessness, Hilflosigkeit, in Freud’s terms. Distress, 

such an eloquent term, is defined in ‘economic’ terms, as 

the relation between an amount of excitation and that 

which Freud calls “the subject’s resources”     the extent to 

which the unconscious of the subject influences the per-

ception of the trauma, despite the fact that our moder-

nity forget this with its postulation of standard trauma.

27
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Starting from real as something in front of what the 

subject cannot do anything, we arrived to say how: 

trauma, in its impact, is real; the consequences, they are 

the subject’s. Psychoanalysts have therefore something 

to say, and are rightly there to receive those who un-

derwent trauma, as well as those trauma-stricken from 

the outset that we recognize in all human beings. In this 

respect, it is urgent to counter the determinist discourse 

that pretends to establish a bi-univocal correspondence 

between a traumatic cause and its symptomatic after-

math, because between both, the unconscious stands. 

Let us keep in mind both dimensions in order to under-

stand how wide traumatic virtuality is. At the one end, it 

reaches the fact that the symbolic does not cover all of 

real; on the other, the unconscious is in itself the heart 

of the subject with one’s own resources.

But it is increasingly difficult to maintain the borders be-

tween some cultures and others. Globalization and mi-

gration force us to put aside all kinds of prejudices and 

attributions when we refer to a particular person. Then, 

in case of the people to whom Exuli is directed, we must 

take into account the framework in which each one’s his-

tory is inscribed. For each subject, the fact of migration 

has different coordinates: culture, beliefs, lifestyle, family, 

childhood. On the other hand, for each person migration 

occurs under particular conditions: some have passed 

the experience of prison and torture, death, the loss of 

parents and/or siblings. Some of them drag –without 

knowing how– the imprint of their parents or immigrant 

grandparents. We can only make them all a set taking 

the common denominator of exile, the odyssey from the 

abandonment of  their homes to arrival in our countries. 

From there, we must go to the bottom of the question, 

to the most singular part of the subject, to what is be-

yond the conditions of exile and also of personal coor-

dinates. Go to what underlines all subjectivity and that 

talks about one’s own position in front of anguish.
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For psychoanalysis, trauma cannot be considered out of 

the subjective dimension, meaning that, when some-

thing happens to the subject, subject’s implication goes 

first. Therefore, psychoanalysis rules out considering the 

person affected by a trauma as a victim. Victim is some-

one who has suffered the attack of another without 

being able to do anything to avoid it and who waits for 

compensation, or consolation. If the subjects are re-

duced to simple objects of the aggression, then we sub-

merge them in impotence and confirm that they can do 

nothing. It is only possible to bet on their improvement 

if we do not deny their previous history, the links that 

have been established consciously and unconsciously 

between that experience and other previous represen-

tations, memories of past experiences, forgotten fanta-

sies, felt fears, nexuses that perhaps evoke the feeling of 

blame – so hard to admit. These links are the ones that 

will give the possibility of of inscribing something of 

the traumatic event in the structure of the unconscious 

so that it is not an obstacle for the person to recover vi-

tality. We refer to this when we appeal to the subjective 

responsibility of the traumatized subject.

In the practice of psychoanalysis, based on what is 

reported by the people treated, we find out that what 

is pointed out as a traumatic cause does not necessar-

ily come from outside. We start from the basis that the 

individual subjects, in order to preserve their integrity, 

develop a mechanism to protect themselves from stim-

uli that could be harmful, in the same way how they 

protect their bodies from external agents that could 

damage them. However, the subjects receive stimuli 

from the surrounding world as well as those stimuli 

that arise from the subjects themselves, so it becomes 

impossible to be protected from them. 

These stimuli, which become harmful when their in-

tensity reaches a certain threshold/quantum, lead the 

subject to act against them. But since they are internal, 

the only way to act against them is through projection:  

treating these internal excitations as if they did not op-

erate from within but from outside and thus be able to 

defend against them.   This projection is a mechanism 

through which the subjects construct a fiction, certain 

fantasies that mediate between those internal stimuli 

and the reality that surrounds them and that will allow 

them to dialectize it.

This was the first lesson that Freud took from the analysis 

of his hysterical patients. He discovered that those wom-

en adduced an abuse as the traumatic cause of their suf-

fering, but that was in fact an imaginary construction. Of 

course, it is not always the case. In the case of those pa-

tients, they gave to themselves and to Freud an explana-

tion that veiled the repressed truth which was unknown 

to them. The traumatic happening was not the father’s 

supposed violent action but the corporal excitation that 

they had experienced in their childhood fantasies with 

him. A violent emotion, lived in an intimate way, not 

shared, not verbalized and then repressed and forgot-

ten. In those cases, the burden, the intensity of the en-

joyment experienced – the girl herself could not explain 

why it appeared – came into conflict with the normativi-

ty and was experienced with shame and greater or lesser 

guilt. The desire to satisfy their fantasies had to be re-

pressed but the thrust of that enjoyment did not abate, 

so it sought the means to find a way out. It is because of 

this badly resolved conflict that the seed of a traumatic 

cause remains and is not integrated. This shows us that 

there are traumatic experiences which are not due to the 

hostile intention of a third party, but rather to the strong 

emotion that the situation stirs in the subjects without 

them having control over it.

2.7. WHAT IS TRAUMA?

30

30.   Freud S., Beyond the pleasure principle [1920], point 4.
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This led Freud to affirm that anguish “is the emergence 

of a traumatic factor that cannot be processed accord-

ing to the norm of the pleasure principle”.   The traumat-

ic, therefore, will depend on what for each individual 

subject is processed or not according to one’s own 

record of the pleasant. In other words, it is the magni-

tude of the excitation that produces an impression that 

turns it into a traumatic factor; an impression becomes 

traumatic when it exceeds the threshold of what is 

pleasant for a given subject. Escaping from war, during 

the migratory journey under conditions of poverty, loss 

and vital risk, subjects are very exposed to situations 

that exceed their threshold of tolerance and can there-

fore become traumatic.

Looking at it from the same perspective, the time of 

childhood is inevitably populated with this kind of 

impressions, small “accidents”, events that leave a mark 

in such a way that modulates subjects’ relationship 

with their own environment. Freud speaks of these 

childhood traumas as “somatic experiences or sensory 

perceptions, usually visual or auditory”. These marks of 

experience are very important because the memory of 

the unconscious keeps track of them, so there remains 

an unconscious record that induces the subject to go 

back over them. That is to say, that these marks act from 

the unconscious like the rails through which the enjoy-

ment is going to circulate, the border between what is 

pleasant and the excitement that exceeds it.

31.   Freud S., «Anguish and drive life», 32nd Conference.

32.   Freud, S., Moses and Monotheism (1939)

In the time of childhood, the child cannot label that ex-

perience as traumatic, and it is usually rather silenced 

and forgotten. The emersion of the significance of an 

event as traumatic occurs a posteriori, usually at puber-

ty. At that time, a second happening is linked by some 

significant feature to the first one and gives it a mean-

ing: that’s how it is inscribed a posteriori as the traumatic 

event that explains the behaviour of the subject, justi-

fying one’s own phobic responses of avoidance, social 

withdrawal, even hostility.

We have seen how Freud indicates trauma at the origin 

of neurosis. Neurosis is a psychic structure, in psycho-

analysis trauma isn’t considered a pathology as one can 

often hear in colloquial language. The real traumatic is 

on the side of the individual subjects, enjoyment or drive 

excitement that the pleasure principle fails to regulate. It 

is the part of  those drives which are not civilized by the 

culture. Freud called this residual part “death drive” and 

it is the tendency not so much to aggression, but rather 

to repeat what is harmful to oneself. It manifests itself 

in the repetition of what bothers the subjects, of what 

they would like to avoid because it prevents them from 

going about things. This incessant coming back implies 

that trauma has the power to determine subject’s life. 

The unconscious trauma forges a destiny for the neu-

rotic subject, in spite of oneself, therefore, it imposes a 

limitation. What is repeated always revolves around the 

same question, so life will revolve around that as well. On 

the other hand, what can be seen as a lack of freedom 

is also a way of giving a form to life, of dealing with it. 

Having a structure that is organized around the trauma 

still gives the subject a framework to face life and its con-

tingencies.

31
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It has been said how anguish is an affection closely 

linked to the Real, in front of which the subject is unable 

to do anything. It is, as Lacan says, the only affection 

that does not deceives or tricks.   Other affections may 

appear displaced from the object that causes them, 

while anguish always points to the proximity of the real, 

meaning a subjective danger that threatens the subject. 

Anguish appears, of course, in front of real dangers that 

put life at risk, and so it has a function of warning and 

prevention. However, it also appears in many other situ-

ations in which there’s no real danger. There is currently 

a paradox in the fact that sometimes what is threaten-

ing may even be what attracts the subject the most.

What is threatening for the subject is to be reduced to 

an object for the Other, an object that can be manipu-

lated, demanded, rejected, consumed, a dehumanized 

object. What is threatening is the helplessness, the lack 

of symbolic resources to assimilate what is lived and ex-

periences in each moment, to face what is unnameable. 

What is threatening is the irruption of one’s own enjoy-

ment, the lack of control over one’s own excitement, the 

overreactions of one’s own body. What is threatening is 

the lack of meaning, the absence of an answer to ques-

tions about life and death.

Freud’s idea is that hallucinatory return in the night-

mares of the traumatized subjects constitutes the main 

phenomenon of traumatic neuroses. We can say in this 

sense that the traumatized subjects lack a memory. The 

reason why the memory is missing from the trauma-

tized subjects is because they are missing the inscrip-

tions in the representation (Vorstellungen  in Freudian 

terms) which would constitute their memory. Since the 

memory as inscription is also what influence the possi-

ble oblivion, then the subject remains obsessed, be-

sieged rather than obsessed, by the hallucinatory return 

of the terrible images. Therefore, we can say that with a 

lack of inscription there is a lack of unconsciousness.

Traumatized subjects have no freedom to choose be-

cause they are always conditioned by the experience 

or traumatic memory, which has consequences on their 

desire and extinguishes their vitality. What is unrepre-

sentable, what is not properly remembered but invades 

the subjects tormenting them is what reappears in 

nightmares, for example, as a repetition of the moment 

in which the accident was suffered. This contributes with 

the development of anguish in its various modalities – a 

nightmare is a dream of anguish, for example - to look for 

a meaning in order to regain control over the stimulus. 

There are more ways in which this reappearing comes to 

the subject, modalities less mediated by the word. Often 

the subjects manifest and express the trauma through 

the body: the subjects are not their body, the subjects 

own their body. All the turmoil that upsets the body is 

connected to how and how much the subjects identify 

themselves with it and to what extent. This is why the 

type of trauma are very different and specific. To some 

people, things that have not a representation return in 

the form of corporal phenomena. The question posed 

by psychoanalysis is how to make the subjects able to 

weave something around that hole that pierced their 

symbolic system, their protection system. The question 

is how the subject can veil the horror of that hole.

2.8. ANGUISH, AFFECT EFFECT     FROM THE REAL

34

33.   Effect is a neologism Lacan introduced in French, combing affect (affect) 
and effet (effect). We generally translate it hereafter as “affect as an effect”.

34.   Lacan J., Seminar X, Anxiety, was held at St. Anne’s Hospital, Paris, in the 
year 1962-63, edited by Cambridge, UK and Malden, USA, Polity Press, 2014.

35.   Freud wrote that “each drive expresses itself in terms of affect and in 
terms of ideas, re-presentations of things, [Vorstellungen].”

33
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”In the beginning it was the act of saying”
Psychoanalysis proposes that there is no subject 

without trauma, because of the fundamental misun-

derstanding that language introduces in the relation of 

the subjects with their existence. The language, which 

at the same time denatures and humanizes the indi-

vidual subjects, is not enough to give a reason for their 

existence, but it can give them a history. A history can 

be given insofar as the words with which the Other – 

beginning with the parents – names the subjects does 

not retain them, does not fix them to a signification 

but opens up to some others. This is a movement that 

always allows new inscriptions. Lacan says that “history 

is nothing more than a getaway a fugue, of which only 

the exoduses are counted [...] They only participate in 

the deported history”. 

So, attending someone from the basis of psychoanalytic 

orientation aims to allow the single subjects to finally 

inscribe in their individual history what could not be 

symbolized in the past, something from which it had 

been excluded so far. To try to inscribe the unnameable 

is to give it a place among the representations that con-

stitutes the subject. It is to make the traumatic event 

enter the drive’s circuit with which the subject had been 

handled. It is to make life enter there where the deadly 

and the nonsense dominated. 

The traumatic origin is an essential question for psycho-

analysis because it is about knowing how psychoana-

lysts can respond to traumatisms that are not inscribed 

in the unconscious but are produced in the social actual-

ity of the subjects. 

There are two things that can be placed a priori in psy-

choanalysis:

• First, as regards the psychoanalytic experience, 

nothing allows us to think that there is room for any 

standardization when it comes to post-traumatic 

disorder; even for what it concerns traumas that en-

danger life, the response and effect are not the same 

for all subjects. The idea that there are typical effects 

which are proper to every traumatism and therefore 

that there are typical ways of treatment is a sugges-

tion that comes from the social Other who represses 

the dimension of singularity in individual response. 

Psychoanalysis can only contest that.

• Second, the postulate of psychoanalysis is that the 

subjects are never innocent, although never being 

completely guilty. They are never innocent in the 

sense that they are always responsible; they have to 

answer for their own symptomatic satisfactions and 

also be responsible for their answers and reactions 

to the accidents and pitfalls of their daily life.

36.  The historical diatribe between those who claimed that at the beginning 
was the verb and those who, instead, argued that at the beginning there was 
the action, Lacan proposed the solution: at the beginning it was the act of 
saying, now, it will be necessary to clarify some terms to possibly use its.

37.  Lacan, J., «Joyce the Sinthome», in Other Writings, p. 595.

36

2.9. THE RESPONSES OF THE SUBJECT: FROM THE CLAIM TO THE “SUBJECT’S RESOURCES”

37
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Armando Cote, Clinical Psychologist and Psychoanalyst 

at the Center Primo Levi de Paris writes:

In 1967 Lacan defines the oblivion as “not remembering 

what is known” and the unconscious as a knowledge, 

therefore an inscription, which is unknown. A first prac-

tical consequence: the first thing to do for the traumatic 

fright, on this side of the pleasure principle that implies 

an inscription, is to transfer – as the «saving» money’s 

transfer – the reality to the memory, since only an un-

conscious memory can induce the oblivion, the quiet-

ness. Here is a chance to recover the subject’s resources.

The process of time overturning which places the af-

terwards (après-coup) in a situation beforehand (avant-

coup) implements a spatial change in the psychic organi-

zation of the subject, to the extent that a traumatogenic 

inclusion at the beginning of the story of the subject   

turns into fruitful content, blossoming in a possible ex-

change discourse with the world. This feedback mecha-

nism opens the door to think about devices that can be 

offered to traumatized subjects to make something with 

their blocking experience.

2.10. REMEMBER TO FORGET

“For Freud, psychoanalysis has to do with war neu-

roses. They can be detected in subjects who speak 

about their trauma, perturbations of memory and 

concentration. It is important to be able to speak 

to someone to address these phenomena in their 

mother tongue. It emerges the issue of resistance 

to pain, different for everybody. There is a loss of 

memory. The psychoanalyst follows the logic of the 

unconscious events rather than historical events 

and contingencies. Little by little, while telling the 

story, memories come back. He reports about a man 

capable of recalling a nightmare. In this nightmare, 

the man encounters the state of helplessness he has 

experienced. These are dreams of repetition. He adds 

the memory of the crowd, of the whole that helps 

the subject to be less alone. One effect observed in 

the awakening from the nightmare is the return of 

something and a loss of reality.

It is important the après coup from which one starts 

to go back in traumatism: the memory is a retroac-

tive re-signification. It is important to start the story 

of the subject from what is missing, what is erased, 

in order to go towards a historicization. Sometimes 

one has to deal with someone who has died in the 

psychic, but with a body that continues to live; some-

times the feeling of life is missing. (…) The subject 

is reduced to the size of the object. Sometimes the 

object that awakens is the voice or the gaze. Some-

times someone prefers to stay awake not to find the 

voice that carries the nightmare, which comes in the 

nightmare. Traumatism is no longer the cause, but 

the effect of the subject. The effect of the deported 

body is nomadism.” 38

38.   Notes from the intervention of Armando Cote in the stage at the Collège 
de Clinique Psychanalytique de Paris, under the responsibility of Colette Soler 
et Sol Aparicio, septembre 2017, «Le psychanalyste et les sujets traumatisés».

39.  Altounian J., L’intraduisible, d. Dunod, Paris 2005, p. II, XVIII.

39
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The work of non-formal education, “oriented” by psy-

choanalysis by following its theoretical frame, may lead 

to a good practice in which the existential discourse 

of a subject communicated to others can water the 

mutism of that reality inserted as an impediment to 

think and make connections. This can open the way to 

the word and to the connection, and it could potentially 

become as well a precious patrimony of “cultural work”, 

two effects that are induced in principle by an analysis 

that, later on, must continue to be watered so that it 

doesn’t dry out.

The hypothesis is that in subjects bearing a trauma who 

show apparently “psychotic” turbulences, it is present 

a particular model of the “repression”   process that 

requires caution on a structural diagnosis: we could find 

ourselves facing something that has remained sus-

pended, impeded, but which is not absent. Of course, 

any diagnosis has to be made by a clinic, but it’s very 

important for all practitioners (trainers, social workers, 

educators, school teachers, interpreters, cultural media-

tors, etc.) take this matter into account.

This way of proceeding that presents the afterwards 

(après-coup) in an initial position can however be 

considered as a “construction” that tries to give back its 

own part of “historical truth” to a traumatic transmis-

sion, experienced as an imaginary vision by the second 

or third generation migrant, heir to ancestors who have 

took part in wars, deportations, genocides, human 

traffic commodification. It is this part of historical truth 

that must paradoxically be properly replaced in what is 

lived by the next generations as a “delirious formation”  

of their families, not having any connection with the 

current reality of their lives. 

At this point, what is to be valued is the survival’s work, 

keeping in consideration the overall dimension that dis-

tinguishes the exiles. Surviving is the result of a stubborn 

work that requires from the survivor some specific craft 

skills, that is to say a know-how of what is left – the re-

mains, qualities after all necessary even to the analyst 

who works for the psychic survival of the subject. After 

all, surviving requires a desperate search for help from a 

third side, to meet or to create – creation equally consid-

ered as an hypothesis and as the rule of the transfer.

In this regard, it is possible to evaluate how much the 

efficiency or the failure in the political field of third in-

ternational parties that recently have been introduced, 

can support or compromise the belief that is necessary 

in order to postulate the existence of a third side, and 

therefore to take away the deadly dual relationship of 

annihilation. It is therefore fundamentally important 

to establish a third side which, fulfilling the function of 

something that comes from the external, frees the sub-

ject from the annihilating repetition of the other – the 

peer, from the search of what is alike, homologous and 

homologating in the imaginary mirroring. In this way 

the subjects can break free as well from the fundamen-

talisms of identity, managing to find satisfaction also in 

things which would be considered small or insignificant 

when compared to the imperative of the homologation 

of enjoyments, like, for example, it could be the act of 

making a drawing or starting to go back to school for a 

young refugee.

40.   Foreclosure (French: forclusion) is the English translation of a term that 
Jacques Lacan introduced into psychoanalysis to identify a specific psychotic 
structure, even if the subject shows none of the classical signs of psychosis.

41.  Freud, S., “delirium finds its convincing force in that part of historical truth 
that substitutes to the rejected reality” ”, Construction in Analysis, 1937 

40
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This testifies about an investment on the remains, that 

is expressed through the concern of not losing what is 

left of the non-transmitted – intended as what is trans-

lated from one language to another– and, even more,  

through the concern of not losing what remains to be 

transmitted to the next generations of the survivors, 

when the word of the latter has been swallowed up.

The experience of the translator, having to go from one 

particular system of language and thought to anoth-

er, presents, as we know, an analogy with the always 

traumatic exile. Not only one must mourn the humus 

of the land of its initial investments, but, in order not to 

lose them totally, must still translate precisely the traces 

of its first existential references into those that should 

now serve as a framework for the new ways of investing 

of its first objects.

Isn’t it emphasized how, from violent exiles what - af-

terwards - painfully marks the traumatism of territorial 

rupture is actually the cultural rupture? Any translator 

who hides the place of loss, lacking to perceive these 

remains that escapes the translation, acts in front of the 

transmitted text as an heir who decides to erase the 

traces of what one could not say in one’s own legacy. 

Nevertheless, this unspoken is exactly the foundation of 

one’s own existence. The translator who suffocates the 

space of subjectivity that has produced the thoughts 

and writing, is hiding the psychic place that generated 

the text. If there is a connection between translation 

and trauma, it is the fact that coming upon the gap of 

what is untranslatable does not mean to erase or deny 

the fruitful goal that it represents. 

This is the reason why translating from one language to 

another is like translating the absence of language from 

the advent to speech, eventually bringing into writing a 

traumatic childhood past that until then had no words. 

If the trauma destroys the “transitional” space between 

psychic reality and factual reality, we could say that ev-

ery translation is somehow a “transitionalization” en-

deavor. In other words, in both configurations the great-

est concern is the one of saving as much as possible of 

what necessarily gets lost in a mutation that influences 

the possibility of any transmission.

The collective is the subject of the individual; this implies 

putting into the perspective of drawing from a series of 

fascinating and historically meaningful events, as well 

as taking from the field of the subject, something that 

teaches us how it can change and how it can operate at 

the level of the collective.

The field requires that something is said, it is based on 

the fact that it is said, that there is a saying. A choice is 

possible. The choice is possible in the saying of the sub-

ject which is a decisive, undetermined saying, moment 

of existence, the occurrence of the saying. If we could 

summon the concept of freedom, it is in the existence of 

saying. The incidence of saying as an existential act: the 

act of speaking is not verbal. The choice can come to the 

recusal, leading to the negativization of a signifier com-

ing from the field of the Other. The preclusion, on the 

contrary, is the absence of signifier. We said “something 

that teaches us”, taken from the individual, the subject of 

the collective .

2.11. THE REMAINS OF A DESTROYED CULTURE MUST BE TRANSLATED 
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The subject who denies and ignores the most opaque 

and black part of the drives that inhabit oneself, 

which Lacan calls «the beautiful soul», is more fragile 

, therefore  has more difficulties to face the trauma. 

Ernst Jünger – who fought in the war in 1914 and was 

wounded twelve times – “does not deny the drive, does 

not give up the value of the drive”. In 1922 he wrote 

the text entitled War, our mother. “What is it striking in 

Jünger is the absence of trauma” .  Soler says «... we see 

a subject whose position in front of the horrors of war 

is not only about personal courage. For him it is the 

occasion of a sublimation process – it is an exercise in 

writing; after all he is the one who wrote Storm of Steel. 

[...] 

There is a non-denial of the drive dimension of the war, 

which we also find in Henry V’s monologue. And Ernst 

Jünger is a better example because it is real, not from 

the Shakespearean theater.»   So we learn that there is a 

greater or lesser resistance to trauma in relation to the 

non-recognition, meaning the negation of the drives 

that the subject considers unacceptable.

What we have learned, for example in one case, during 

the welcoming in one of our centers: a subject teaches 

through his word that one can recognize a son only “if 

he has his own way of thinking”, that one can have and 

maintain an important role in one’s own ethnic com-

munity where the position near the mother of one’s 

three children is rejected. We are waiting for the sub-

ject, whose advent is unknown and that brings with it a 

knowledge.

It could be said that the collective history belongs only 

to the most powerful. When it becomes the story of one 

after the other, one by one, told by those who want to 

own their words and to speak, then we start to migrate 

from the delirium of just a few who tragically write the 

story, through the resources of an individual who begins 

to tell one’s own story.

One realizes that the history told by historians is not 

enough. It is also needed the history of the exiled sur-

vivors. That does not mean that the history of histori-

ans could not be true, but it must be confronted with 

what the exiled encounter, meaning experiences that 

are impossible to be really told. The exiled knowledge is, 

among other things, the knowledge of a witness.

42.   Cf. Soler C., L’epoca dei traumi, L’époque des traumatismes, ed. bilingue, 
Biblink, Roma, 2004; L’époque des traumatismes, The era of traumatism, ed. 
bilingue, Biblink, Roma, 2005, p. 89-91.
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3. EMPOWERMENT FOR NEWLY ARRIVED COMMUNITIES AND SECOND
 GENERATION YOUTH

It is a known fact how the phenomenon of globaliza-

tion influences mostly young people, as they are usually 

more accepting towards new information, more open 

to technological matters and more vulnerable to the 

effects of the images that the internet puts within their 

pockets. The power of the image doesn’t need any 

argument in order to impose its identifications, desires 

and ideals: images of power, wealth, beauty are being 

spread out by capitalism fostering dissatisfaction. This 

phenomenon crosses cultures’ diversity and adds more 

elements to the confrontation between young subjects 

and their families and local idiosyncrasies, a confronta-

tion that is needed for their emancipation. We are not 

going to unfold each culture’s rituals which is carried 

out by the young subjects in order to abandon child-

hood and provide themselves a place among adults. On 

the other hand, we point out that the existence of such 

rituals, which in the western societies are now reduced 

to a minimum expression, clearly indicates the need 

for some kind of regulation during this difficult time of 

transition.

The time of puberty is complex, not only because of the 

obligation to adapt psychically to the physical and hor-

monal changes that the organism undergoes, although 

these changes can turn out to be a torment themselves. 

The main issue in this process - in which the image ful-

fills a very important role - is the one of identity: stop-

ping to be a child in terms of image and likeness of one’s 

own parents and becoming someone with an identity 

of one’s own. Also, the act of placing oneself within the 

generations’ line and  the difference of the sexes. This 

transition brings many questions that have no immedi-

ate answer. Having to shape one’s own desires without 

knowing too well which ones they are or to learn how to 

be able to reach them may provoke haste, even anxiety. 

The children, whom until that moment had been grow-

ing up with ideals that projected them onto a specific fu-

ture, find themselves in the position of having to review 

those ideals, questioning them, or having to start to take 

the needed steps in order to realize them.

3.1. YOUTH AND IDENTITY
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When we speak of ideals we refer to those principles 

that guide the choices and the decisions that will 

be taken. Sometimes these ideals crystallize in clear 

objectives, in a specific vocation, in the affiliation to a 

political party, in an ambition. Sometimes instead, even 

without having a clear form, they sustain an ideology 

or manifest when the person is asked to take a position 

on a given problem. Anyway in every circumstance, the 

ideals of a young person are dependent on what has 

been transmitted to them by the way of their families. 

The family represents the ultimate reference beyond 

any other future influence, even though this doesn’t 

necessarily mean that the young persons’ ideals will 

always be in accordance with the ones of their parents.

We say “the way of family” in order not to limit the trans-

mission of what parents teach to their children only to 

what passes through their words and behaviors. In fact, 

how often young people complain about their parents’ 

contradictions! This happens because transmission is 

not only about teaching.

 Actually what is often transmitted is the opposite of 

what is taught, because the unconscious desire always 

finds interstices of the discourse to sneak in and show 

its most primal version within the conscience of the sub-

ject, which instead is guided by reason and conciliation. 

In this way, parents end up transmitting the rejection 

of their experience from when they were children. The 

transmission is not always audible. The silence of what 

is unsaid, sometimes susceptible of being said, can say 

as much or more than what is actually said. This silence 

always goes through, something of its message always 

goes through.

A person is constituted largely by the identification to 

one’s own family models. These identifications, which 

are mostly unconscious, partial, and unavoidable, rep-

resent a reference for the young people when it comes 

to their relationships with others. The person doesn’t 

choose them, meaning that even though they are re-

lated to their ideals, they differ from them. Often young 

people, by avoiding these identifications or fighting 

against them, aim ultimately to overcome their parents, 

correct their mistakes and shortcomings, even to take 

their place. This, together with the youth’s own drive, can 

lead them to take risky decisions whose consequences 

cannot be measured.
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In the situation of young people living in places domi-

nated by famine or violence, there may not be time or 

space for reflection or for being able to calibrate deci-

sions according to an ideal. In this case the ideals will 

be related mostly to their own very survival or to the 

survival of their families, and the strong commitment 

of some young subjects who are leaving their homes 

in search of a very distant aid is based on promises that 

nobody has made but that are implicit in the illusory 

images which are provided by welfare societies. For 

many of these young people, the road leading to that 

promising future will make them go through a path 

made of humiliation and violence, and in which they 

will be reduced into a commercial item. Also for those 

who succeed to reach the port, the adventure of escap-

ing and/or the misadventure of migration doesn’t end 

when reaching the land of promises. They will have to 

build themselves a place there, in a territory which has 

its own conditions, offers and demands. They will have 

to build themselves a place within a community which 

language, codes and morals are different from the 

ones of their own culture. This confrontation will test 

the psychic resources of the young subjects, for whom 

their partial identifications to family models may prove 

themselves insufficient.

The act of surviving by the day, which until then hasn’t 

left them a single moment to assimilate the experience, 

now gives way to instant of seeing. An instant to see 

at the process of migration that has been made and 

confront it with one’s own ideals.  We could say, tak-

ing the risk to maybe simplify too much, that the final 

considerations resulting from this moment of observa-

tion may lead in two possible directions: they could be 

followed by a time of understanding, which would lead 

to a process of integration and inclusion of the young 

subject within the host culture, or, on the other hand, 

they could fill the subject with confusion, revealing the 

lived experience as a traumatic one. 

This second scenario doesn’t prevent the young subjects 

from eventually being able to build a good place for 

themselves within the community, but this process will 

either require some kind of professional help or the acti-

vation of a unique creation process made by the young 

subjects directly.

Young people who have been born within the countries 

where their parents (or grandparents) migrated also face 

the issue of exile, only in a very different way. For them 

the matter of their parents’ exile is pointed up in the 

questions and answers that will be given to them about 

their identity and their existence. The act of criticizing 

their parents, which is part of every process of emancipa-

tion, may also mean the act of questioning their decision 

to emigrate in the past. Many elements converge to this 

point and there can be as many solutions, as subjects. 

The main point is how the young people incorporate this 

episode within their own history, if they have the needed 

elements in order to connect their present with the past 

of their family which is linked to a culture that is different 

from the one that actually surrounds them. Exile can be 

a change and can be a rupture, as what was left behind 

may still be present or may have been silenced. Exile can 

be a fundamental episode within the family history, with 

its reasons and its illusions, or it can represent a hole, a 

traumatic event for the young subjects who struggles to 

give themselves an identity.

3.2. MIGRATION AND IDENTITY IN NEWLY ARRIVED COMMUNITIES AND SECOND GENERATION YOUTH
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”We always have to leave behind all our possessions. But not our skills and knowledge. If allowed to live 
a productive life, refugees can help themselves and contribute to the development of their host country.
(…) Refugees want empowerment, not handouts. We know our community better than anyone. We un-

derstand the challenges and opportunities we face to become self-reliant 

We saw how young people from newly arrived commu-

nities, whether they be migrants, refugees or asylum 

seekers, represent a group with very specific needs and 

assets. They are often left alone and faced with difficult 

decisions as they carry within themselves a large and 

heavy luggage of stories, experiences and situations 

that in most cases are not appropriate to their young 

age. There are many factors that can make it difficult for 

the newly arrived young people, from having to learn 

a new language to lack of self-esteem, their difficult 

experiences in the past, shyness and insecurity about 

their surroundings due to their often unstable situation 

in the hosting country, including emotional, social and 

economic challenges: all these factors make them par-

ticularly vulnerable, but these young people don’t want 

to be pitied. Just like everyone else, newly arrived com-

munities youth want the same things all young peo-

ple want: to be seen, to be heard, to have their rights 

respected and find a way to grow to their full potential.

There is a need to subvert the way reception is usually 

done, working towards the direction of overcoming this 

condition of vulnerability in order to oppose the pro-

cess of marginalization due to an immediate labelling 

of migrants as “disadvantaged”, or as subjects deviating 

from one or more of the standards of the host society, 

thus immediately placing them in a lower and preju-

diced status.  

The way these people are being treated and seen should 

move from the idea that these are only people who need 

to learn something (whether this be the hosting coun-

try language or culture or how the bureaucracy works) 

to the realisation that these are people who hold a very 

specific knowledge and life experience, a precious her-

itage that only they know and carry within themselves 

and that should be heard, honoured and respected. 

There is a need to promote new ways to hold the space 

for this knowledge, this heritage which comes to us and 

that our societies somehow don’t seem to find the time 

to receive, to emerge, be heard and shared. 

In the different stages of reception of those who are ex-

iled, it can be important and useful to be aware of the 

contributions from the psychoanalytical field, asince its 

elements and concepts aim to not neglect the subjec-

tive dimensión,  a perspective which can indeed bring 

benefits and work towards the achievement of a good 

social inclusion/integration.

Within the ExULI project, the combination of the Laca-

nian psychoanalytical practise with the non-formal ed-

ucation one, typical of the youth work, has the aim to 

promote an integrated approach which could work 

exactly towards this subversion, in which these people 

pass from a status of receiver to the status of holder of 

the knowledge, through a process of empowerment.

43.  Robert Hazika, “Refugees want empowerment, not handouts”, TED Global 
2017

3.3. EMPOWERMENT, NOT HANDOUTS

” 43
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The word “empowerment” originates from the verb “to 

empower”, an action verb which has a transformative 

sound and entails the competence to exert power over, 

make a change and overcome opposition. Still, empow-

erment is quite a broad term which doesn’t really have 

an exact and ultimate definition and which is used and 

applied in various areas, from education to psychology, 

from the legal department to gender, to management 

or international development, and in each of these 

fields it presents itself with different specific features.

For the purpose of this Compendium, when we refer to 

the term empowerment we do so within the framework 

of social and educational work, where empowerment 

is identified as the process of enhancing an individual’s 

perception of one’s own capacities to make decisions 

and to overcome one’s own challenges, as well as the 

development of critical consciousness and self-aware-

ness, which is needed in order to prevent intrinsic 

obstacles from blocking the process.

Within this framework, empowerment offers an ap-

proach that allows the enhancement of the capacity for 

self-help within the individuals, which allows them not 

to be seen as passive, helpless “victims” to be rescued 

but instead as self-empowered persons fighting against 

abuse, oppression and trauma. A fight, in which the pro-

fessionals take on the role of a facilitator, instead of the 

position of the “rescuer”. Very often marginalized people 

who lack self-sufficiency end up losing their self-con-

fidence, as they find themselves in the conditions of 

not being fully self-supporting, and the opportunities 

which are denied to them deprive them of the pride of 

accomplishment which others, who instead have those 

opportunities, can develop for themselves. Through this 

process, individuals learn how to give their experience a 

name and to speak in their own language, coming to un-

derstand their situation of helplessness and systematic 

forces that oppress them.

3.4. WHAT IS EMPOWERMENT?
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Individual empowerment is a process of restoring 

people’s lost dignity. With the development of the 

empowerment process, respect is already self-respect 

which has been acquired with the commitment to take 

responsibility and to continue bearing it even in diffi-

cult conditions of struggle, and becomes a transition 

from a situation of passivity to a situation of activity and 

initiative. Critical consciousness develops side-by-side 

with learning and with the ability to express. The ability 

to think, to understand, and to be critical develops 

together with the right that a person receives, or takes, 

to express. 

According to the Brazilian educator and leading advo-

cate of critical pedagogy Paulo Freire, helpless people 

are in effect voiceless, they lack the ability to express 

themselves and their world in a creative way and by 

choice. From this perspective, the value of expressing 

oneself is important, as individual empowerment is 

a process of personal development in a social frame-

work - to learn to speak for oneself is to emerge from 

the shadow of the feeling of helplessness, being able to 

take initiatives and make one’s own imprint in relation 

to the environment and the future, and to see oneself 

not from a victim position. 

A critical consciousness is the ability to think and to 

criticize that comes together with the permission to 

express oneself. The transition from having no voice to 

express oneself in front of someone is both a physical 

and a mental change. Whereas isolation is paralysis and 

silence, social belonging connects with upright bearing 

and action. The expression lays the foundation for a 

truthful sharing towards one’s own social circles, wheth-

er pre-existing (family and friends) or future (children 

and other relationships in the host country), which is 

fundamental to prevent the second generations from a 

possible future idealisation of a land, an identity, a cul-

ture that they have not known, but which can become a 

catalysts for the discomfort and feeling of marginaliza-

tion that only an apparent integration can bring.

The way the project aims to structure the process of in-

dividual empowerment in order to work on the topic of 

trauma is through the engagement of the newly arrived 

communities and second generation youth in expres-

sive laboratory pathways (atelier). We pointed out how 

the trauma could be described as the encounter with 

something that the subject doesn’t have enough per-

sonal symbolic and psychic resources to name, and how 

the impossibility to name and process what the person 

has experienced is what allows the trauma to settle in, 

entrench and not be expressed. 

3.5. EXPRESSION AS A PATHWAY TO INDIVIDUAL EMPOWERMENT 



42

When we speak of expression for individual empower-

ment, we refer exactly to this concept, the possibility 

to offer the chance to explore forms of expression that 

are different and new compared to the ones which 

people encounter in their daily life, which usually refer 

mostly to one’s own primal communication needs, such 

as the actions of speaking or writing in a standard and 

daily context, finalized to achieve a specific result. To 

give the possibility to the subject to range in a context 

which instead offers low-threshold expression forms 

which can be more accessible, such as images, sounds, 

music, acting and playing, allows the person to expand 

or somehow experiment with one’s own expression. 

Through this process of expression, we aim to create 

the preliminary conditions for a person to reach a new 

found awareness in terms of one’s own expressive and 

symbolic resources, which could lead to the position 

of being able to identify, nominate and eventually also 

to narrate what could be one’s own trauma. This po-

tential act of acknowledgement or identification of the 

trauma is what allows the person to pass to the further 

step of one’s own reception and integration process, as 

the subject will now be able to create new social links, 

to establish new relationships, whether they be with 

professional figures or not, which could be in support 

during the process of working out one’s own trauma. 

It is essential to underline that if the subject is not in 

the condition to identify or express one’s own trauma, 

there is an impossibility for it to be addressed and un-

folded with the support of a psychoanalyst or of any oth-

er health and social practitioner. There is a need for the 

person to reach a specific level of awareness about it and 

there has to be a condition of willingness from the side 

of the subject to explore, treat and process the trauma 

as well to embark in a process of self-development. Em-

powerment is based on the assumption that the envi-

ronment has to be adapted to people, and not the other 

way around as it is commonly perceived. For this reason, 

while designing empowering social and educational 

programs, it is always fundamental to remember that 

different people require different solutions for the same 

problems. The aim is always to enhance the strengths of 

those in need of help, using a mixture of resources and 

providing an experience without dependence on the ex-

pertise of the professional and without any attempt to 

create such dependence. This is the main reason why we 

specified how all the carers and practitioners working 

with newly arrived communities and second generation 

youth are in this phase taking on the role of facilitators, 

exactly because during this phase the subjects should 

go through the process by themselves and the profes-

sionals should support them by creating the conditions 

while holding the frame for this exploration to happen 

and put one’s own expertise in service of the process, so 

that the subjects could feel free and ready and safe. This 

is a moment for the professionals to closely and carefully 

observe and be ready to offer their support whenever 

the subjects would manifest the intention, the wish or 

the need to deepen the outcomes of their discovery and 

embark in a process of personal growth and personal de-

velopment. The role of the professionals is, in this case, 

to empower the subject to find one’s own answers and 

not be the one who is claiming to have all the answers 

and solutions.
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The group dimension plays a very important role within 

the process of the subject. More specifically, this is one 

of the elements which the project adopts from the field 

of non-formal education, where the establishment of 

peer-horizontal, trust-based and non-hierarchical rela-

tions allow for easier confrontation with sensitive and 

personal issues. Non-formal education principles, as 

they are mostly based on the concept of active learning, 

entail the process of experimenting through situations 

or activities which encourage the reflection of the 

individual person, of the group and of the person on 

the group. The active learning approach allows to the 

subject to learn more about oneself within a process 

which is based on a continuous interaction with the 

group through an exchange of inputs and feedbacks. 

The individual process can benefit from the contami-

nation with the collective experience: especially while 

talking about expression, the fact of having to express 

oneself in front of somebody else is already enhancing 

the consequences of the act, even though the expres-

sion is not linked to any performative connotation. The 

group is a mediating agency among the various levels 

of empowerment: it connects between the subject and 

the community empowerment processes, it connects 

among the people who participate in it and between 

them and the environment that is relevant to their lives. 

On a long term run, there is the issue of violent radical-

ization which the project aims to work in prevention of 

from its early stages; this can be achieved by using the 

testimonies, the experiences of the persons who en-

gage in these ateliers. It is important to underline how 

the process which takes place during the pathway of 

the ateliers is always an individual process based on the 

choices of the subject and which could resolve or not in 

the act of identification of the trauma. If people find their 

way to nominate their trauma, to narrate their story, that 

creates experiences which could represent a tool which 

could be used to contribute to the prevention of radical-

ization. A tool which allows people to see how it feels like 

in somebody’s else shoes, to empathize and, most of all, 

which allows the knowledge of these people to emerge 

and which lays the basis for the subversion to happen. 

The experience that these people share with us, their 

knowledge and heritage which was unknown to us, can 

finally be heard, shared and used for a greater and collec-

tive purpose. The fundamental concept of the Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, which starts from the idea of working on 

the individual dimension in order to work on the collec-

tive, is exactly about this. The individual process of one 

person in terms of personal development, exploration 

of one’s own expressive resources and eventually of the 

identification of one’s own trauma, becomes a collective 

resource within a collective process of prevention of rad-

icalization, responding to the needs of a society in which 

this phenomenon is spreading and raging.

3.6. FROM INDIVIDUAL TO COLLECTIVE EMPOWERMENT
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4. THE ATELIERS: EXPRESSIVE LABORATORY PATHWAYS FOR NEWLY ARRIVED 
COMMUNITIES AND SECOND GENERATION YOUTH

Within his work, Jacques Lacan used the neologism 

“speaking-being” (parlêtre) to address the fact that 

human beings are not only made by flesh and blood, 

underlining how language makes us beings who think 

through words. Humans are beings of language. The 

language that we receive welcomes us and, at the 

same time, captures us: the subject is captured by 

language. The words that welcome someone from birth 

aren’t something that one simply learns, like a generic 

learning, but something that instead is incorporated 

and that every subject incorporates in a singular way. 

We can see this very clearly in the term in-corporeous   

that indicates itself something that is taken within the 

body. A union of words and flesh that gives birth to a 

homogenous whole where the materiality of the word 

is confused with the materiality of the flesh. We find ev-

idence of this, for example, in the fact that each subject 

has specific words that raise and bring out very par-

ticular emotions. Certain words resound, like an echo, 

within the body (stimulating body sensations such as, 

for example, chills, tingling in the stomach, anguish, 

etc.) and this has nothing to do with the meaning of 

those words. So, as we can see, words have two dimen-

sions: the dimension of meaning and the dimension of 

sonority or materiality. Words and language’s sonority 

are something that is often forgotten, nevertheless, it is 

what moves the individual the most, much more than 

any discourse. By the time sonority is contextualized 

within grammar and linguistics and its content acquires 

a shared meaning, sonority has actually already been 

incorporated by the subject and linked to precise affec-

tions, to the first links with the parents or those whom 

have a place in their desire. This is what gives to the 

mother tongue its specific value, a value of attachment 

to the most primal affections in which the subject can 

find oneself again and again, and return to in moments 

of loss and loneliness.

At this point, we must emphasize how the signifier nev-

er exactly corresponds to the signified, as, for example, 

when we use the term “tree”, most likely it won’t refer it-

self to the exact specimen that is in the speaker’s mind. 

What tree are we talking about? Is it a pine, a willow, an 

oak?  The signifier is never identical to the signified also 

because, among other reasons, the meaning that is giv-

en to the signifier by the subject who is speaking is con-

noted by the subject’s very own personal experiences. 

The signifier approximates the referent to the object that 

is named by it. But the signifier doesn’t get to say every-

thing about it, as well as it doesn’t capture its essence. 

Therefore it is impossible to make a perfect translation 

from a language to another. This is also one of the rea-

sons why the act of explaining a concept or describing 

an object can become endless: because, each time, one 

can ask about the meaning of the words that have been 

used in the previous part of the explanation.

4.1. WHY ATELIERS “FOR SAYING”? 

44.  The verb “to incorporate” comes from Latin and is composed of the prefix 
“in” (towards interior) and the root of “corpus, corporis” (body). It is clear then 
the idea of something which is included inside a body or a structured set, and 
that forms a whole together with it.

44



45

Between the signifier and the signified there is always a 

gap that results in a message that can be interpreted in 

different ways, according to the person or according to 

the moment. At the same time, whilst not fully explain-

ing the referent, this gap between signifier and signified 

encourages the search for other words, other articula-

tions to ensure that the message is well received and 

understood by the person to whom it is most faithfully 

directed. Nevertheless the gap remains because all have 

their own ideas about the person who talks to them 

and their own unconscious associations to words and 

the messages received. Then, we could say that subjects 

are never «neutral» in front of the ones they listen to. In 

other words, everyone listens to the others through the 

mediation of one’s own personal baggage. However, 

the misunderstanding which is inherent for this reason 

to human language, doesn’t stop this search and this 

is what leads us to talk about language’s functions, in 

plural.

Starting with the cliché that the language’s function 

is communication, one could ask why people want to 

communicate. The current ways of life show us that, in 

order to survive, it is not necessary to use verbal com-

munication, as technology allows us to overcome this 

obstacle. And yet we keep talking. So, if the function 

of language is communication, it is clear how it’s not a 

communication with adaptive purposes. Which is the 

reason why, once all the needs have been answered to, 

the subject still wants to talk? Every time we say that 

the one wants to speak, it’s commonly understood that 

one wants to be heard. Even when people know in 

advance that they will not be understood, they  want 

to be heard. Where does this desire to be heard come 

from?

By saying, the subject receives from the other to whom 

the message is sent, the acknowledgment, the deliv-

ery-note, one could say. Behind every verbal message 

there is a request, or at least there is the demand to 

be heard. In general terms, one could say that behind 

each demand there is a desire: the first one is to be rec-

ognized by the others, then, when subjects talk and say 

something, they hope to receive also their recognition 

as individuals with desires and thoughts of their own. 

Therefore, what the subject expects while speaking is 

to be recognized and valued in one’s own singularity by 

the listener. This retroactive effect on the subject is also 

the reason, in some people, for their inhibition to say, 

as sometimes subjects don’t want to be caught in their 

own desire, and instead want to preserve/hide it from 

others. Subjects who don’t want the others to know any-

thing about it, know as well that once the mouth has 

been opened, something inopportune could be said 

that may reveal their innermost thoughts. The act of say-

ing has subjective consequences in all senses, and when 

subjects consciously or unconsciously fear those con-

sequences, they choose to remain silent. They may fear 

repudiation from the others, a criticism that they can’t 

stand, aggressiveness or annulment, and, on another 

level, they may fear the awareness acquired when they 

speak themselves. They may fear being questioned by 

others noticing the contradictions that, once they have 

been said, cannot be subtracted.
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In psychoanalysis, the act of saying is emphasized when 

considering the effects of external expression. There’s 

a gap, an abyss between the act of thinking some-

thing and the fact of saying it. Each subject’s individual 

ghosts, which turn thoughts into something sticky, 

only reveal themselves as such when they come out to 

the light of the spoken words. When those words are 

spoken, not only they are heard by others, but they are 

heard also by the subjects themselves, like something 

that returns to them through the circuit of passing 

across the others, outside of them. We can say without 

a doubt that the way subjects receives those words, as 

if they were coming from the outside, is very different 

from how those words had been conceived in their 

own solitary thinking. The act of saying obliges subjects 

to work in order to seek the words needed to express 

themselves. This work inescapably passes through the 

unconscious networks that convey the most intimate 

affections. Therefore, this work leads subjects to face 

the crossroads that have marked them in their history. 

Trauma is an encounter with the Real, something that 

cannot be understood, represented, symbolized, and 

therefore starts to have a fundamental and founding 

place in the life of every speaking-being. When silenced, 

the trauma acquires such a dimension that it prevents 

subjects from advancing in their desire. Although we 

know, by definition, that the trauma cannot be said, the 

work of elaboration around the traumatic scene and its 

impact on the subject’s life is essential in order for its 

weight to stop affecting the circulation of desire.

The ateliers aim to offer a place, to those young people 

who want, to express something of their life experience, 

something that has been lived by them, something that 

they cannot get rid of and gets in the way of them con-

tinuing with their life and desires. They are also a space 

to express what allowed them, perhaps unknowingly, 

to endure the discomfort and cling, grapple to life. This 

process requires a framework that doesn’t hinder each 

participant’s significant deployment, to allow the emer-

gence of all those personal meanings and affections. We 

start from the idea that, even when everything has been 

lost, words remain and are still there for us. At the same 

time, it is necessary though that those words can be truly 

heard. 

Those words cannot always be immediately said. For 

some those words are blocked, and instead music, a 

sound, a movement, or some images can be used as 

ways of expression and recognition. These other ways, at 

some point, may open a new path for the words’ emer-

gence. So, when we say that words can be “truly heard” 

it means that we consider those words as an act, an act 

that leads the subject to do something new about it. 

Beside “discharging” or “tipping over” the traumatic ele-

ments of their migration experience, the experience of 

the ateliers aims to encourage the act of doing some-

thing different because of the act of saying something in 

a different way. We know that catharsis has very limited 

effects. What is sought with the ateliers is to give the op-

portunity to those newly arrived and second generation 

young people who wish to, to write a new text of their 

own.
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At this stage of the Compendium, we believe that it is 

important to introduce the driving idea which led us to 

adopt the word atelier in order to describe the process 

of these expressive pathways. Within the context of 

the educational and social fields, the term workshop 

is largely and commonly used by now to identify 

time-limited and self-contained experiences which 

have the final aim of teaching, delivering or introducing 

a specific topic or method either to a single individu-

als or a group. Similarly, if we think about a workshop 

as a physical space, it is probable that the first image 

coming up will be the one of a room or a place in which 

work, most likely mechanical work, is carried out, a 

place where something is produced. 

We chose the word atelier rather than workshop in 

order to better describe what we envisage to be a 

safe and protected space as well as a transitional time, 

where nothing or everything can emerge. An environ-

ment free of expectations, in which the participants 

are allowed to fully explore the chosen medium and all 

its related tools, and to express themselves in the form 

and in the way each individual feels like or is ready to. 

It aims to strengthen the idea of a context where the 

main emphasis is on the process and where, by fully 

focusing on the subjective dimension, one can get rid 

of the pressure and sense of urgency which can usu-

ally be some of the main features in a context where 

instead people are expected to “perform” or somehow 

called to deliver something, whether this be any kind of 

physical and/or intellectual outcome. It is an opportuni-

ty to have multiple encounters with different materials, 

different languages, different points of view, to activate 

and engage at the same time the hands, the eyes, the 

voice, the thought and the emotions, enhancing the 

expression and the expressiveness of each and every 

subject.

Within the atelier there is a celebration of the idea that 

each individual has unique insights, approaches, and 

methods in their way of expression. The connections 

and interweaving among different media and tools with 

the languages of the atelier aim to produce a shift in es-

tablished points of view and favour a more complex and 

symbolic approach to expression, revealing the personal 

as well as the social elements that are part of every rep-

resentation. The atelier has to be seen as an added space 

for searching or, better, for digging with hands, mind, 

eyes, body, voice. It can also be a place favouring the 

subject’s creative itineraries, a place for becoming famil-

iar with similarities and difference of verbal and nonver-

bal languages. Expressivity finds sources from play and 

experimentation, as well as from observation, from visu-

al and physical inputs, as well as from subjective actions 

that come from affections, from intuition, from chance, 

from conscious and unconscious and unconventional 

ways of interacting with the different tools and mate-

rials. In fact, drawing, painting, playing, transforming, 

making sounds, exploring words are experiences and 

explorations of life, of the senses, and of meanings. They 

follow the logic of expressing, and of sharing. They offer 

insights about the events that take place around and in-

side of us, for it is only then that those images, combined 

and recombined (and not always in a linear or cumula-

tive way) in the form of realism, of resemblances, of logic, 

of imagination, and of symbolism will become signs that 

carry meanings. 

4.2. WHAT IS AN ATELIER?
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When the subject doesn’t have the words to symboli-

cally place the trauma suffered, other bodily’s ways of 

expression can be an important resource. Expression 

through these other ways may give rise to a second 

moment in which words are possible.

The body is for every subject, from the beginning and 

together with the word, a stake in its relationship with 

the Other. From the first stimulus that alters the ho-

meostasis of his bodily sensations (hunger, discomfort, 

sleep) its resolution will depend on the care of the 

primordial Other (the mother, the father or the one 

who fulfills that function), who represents the place in 

which the child will seek the object of one’s own satis-

faction. Given this dependence, we can see how their 

relationship with the Other is built on their needs and 

bodily qualities, and so through them children enter the 

demand circuit.

Having made this statement, the object that the subject 

asks for to the Other ceases to be properly a necessary 

object of needing, and becomes a gift from the Other. 

What the single subjects ask for is not so much to be 

fed, but for the mother to breastfeed them as proof of 

love. The subject asks her to be there while facing one’s 

own discomfort, for the relief given by her presence. In 

the same way, when the child is able to control one’s 

own sphincters, one finds that the product that one can 

release from one’s own body is requested by the Other, 

for example the subject is asked to do it in a proper 

place. Then, the response enters equally into this circuit 

of demand for love, and this is the reason why then this 

object of waste acquires a great value for the subject.

Also the other areas of the body that connect its interior 

with the exterior - the look and the voice - are prey of 

this libidinization  , of this erogenous supplement that 

comes from the relationship with the desire of the Other. 

Thus, for example, the image that the subject gets to see 

is not that which reflects in the mirror because it is medi-

ated by the Other. 

All the individual subjects look at themselves from where 

they think that the Other is looking at them; or at the lev-

el of the voice, they only know what their voice is by the 

echo that the Other returns to them. Thus, the oscillation 

of the most primordial impulses between the body itself 

and the Other accounts for the circulation of the libido. 

That is the reason why there is such a diversity of ways 

available to the body to say, to express and to establish 

links with other bodies, with other subjects.

When the words are not ready to be said, or when their 

impotence is pressing, the work of the drive erogeneity 

of the body, meaning the body that generates and re-

ceives affections, is a way to build bridges between the 

subject and the Other. It is a way not to get stuck in the 

loneliness of the traumatic. From an image, a musicality 

or a rhythm, or a bodily production, subjects can begin 

to shape something that was unspeakable to them, 

thus putting one foot in a territory that can be shared 

with others.

The ateliers were planned as a way to favor the establish-

ment of a space that could bring out the formations of 

the unconscious (lapsus, dreams, symptomatic actions 

and free associations), even because of the transition 

from one language to another, a language other than 

the mother tongue that acts as a filter. Each subject must 

therefore find one’s own way of integrating the unspo-

ken in the experiences and in the history in which one is 

inscribed, and one can do it alone or through a contin-

gency, an encounter. Starting from the epistemological 

framework and the concept of “drive”, we proposed four 

different kind of ateliers. It is very important to highlight 

how the ateliers are not spaces where trauma is ap-

proached directly – as they are not therapeutic groups 

– but where the subjects can express themselves. In fact 

the importance of the ateliers is not to roduce some kind 

of object: the objective is the process.

4.3. WHY FOUR MEDIA OF EXPRESSION?

45.  Libido: since the satisfaction of the drives is always incomplete, the libido 
designates the movement of attraction, of appetence, that pushes a subject 
towards an object or a partner in order to try to find a complete satisfaction. 
The libido thus regulates the relation of the subject to objects.

45
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The atelier “saying by images” has been thought because of the importance of images as part of our identity. In fact 

we need the recognition of the Other to identify ourselves to our own image. Our image, and our caring of it, is the 

way to introduce ourselves  to the world. We chose to elaborate an atelier with images also for their affective powers: 

images can stir, thrill, entertain, excite, and sometimes we don’t even know why. In fact vital events can be associat-

ed with situations which the subject didn’t considers/realizes  as traumatic: there are images that can evoke/awake 

forgotten or repressed experiences.

Saying with Images

Lacan underlined the importance of the language assuming that it precedes the subject, it welcomes the subject 

(we are beings of language). For the subject each word has its own significance and the expression of the word can 

alleviate but also destabilize the subject. As well as the sound, words resonate in the body and have effects on it, af-

fect it. This is why we propose the atelier “saying with words”, also because when we put words, we express ourselves 

to be heard, to be recognize. This atelier should also allow to link episodes of subject’s own history and to renove, to 

relaunch their desire.

Saying with Words

The atelier “saying with sounds” has as assumption that music and sounds can be considered another language  and 

when the language has lacks, music can open to the contingency in which the sound can re-sound with something 

new. From Lacan’s perspective we can say that the sounds precedes the sense and we underline that sound is a link 

between words and body. This is why music is able to facilitate the expression of some past experiences and to open 

to a subjective and collective experiences of sharing.  

Saying with Sounds

Staging is one way to give voice to the unconscious because it offers a space where the subject’s hidden desire can 

take place and can open a possibility to drives’ sublimation. Scenic representation, like dreamlike representation, 

can open to the contingency in which some signifiers have a resonance to the subject. Moreover the lack of a “ready 

to use” text can allow the emerging of an original text. Atelier’s assumption  “saying by playing” is that all the resourc-

es of the subject, in this way built up, can be invested in recognized signifiers, linked to drives.

Saying by Playing
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5. HOLDING THE FRAME: THE FACILITATION OF THE ATELIER

When the time comes to outline and describe the sys-

tem of the atelier, the term “structure” doesn’t actually 

feel like the most appropriate, as it may give the impres-

sion of something that is quite strict, rigid, fixed, while 

instead the whole approach of the atelier is based on 

the concepts of openness, exploration and flexibility. 

Since the atelier has been previously explained, is an ex-

perience conceived to focus on the process rather than 

on the production of concrete material outcomes, it is 

essential to find the best way for this process to unfold. 

Also, being a process, it is important to mark clearly 

its beginning and its end and show to the participants 

how the experience has a duration that is limited and 

defined in time. This is the reason why we talk about the 

frame of the atelier.

It necessary to have something that holds the process 

together and gives a context to it, like some main key 

points or milestones that can support both the facilita-

tors in the process of leading and the participants in the 

process of taking part to the atelier, as complete free-

dom and a total lack of structure may potentially lead 

the process to chaos,. An important premise to make in 

this sense, is that the atelier’s implementation is built 

on a system made of offers and proposals and on the 

freedom of the participant to always be in the position 

to choose what one wants or feels like doing.

The fact of starting off a process with an offer is very 

meaningful as it serves to give a form of the overall ex-

perience to the participants. Being offered total freedom 

without a reference framework might generate very dif-

ferent reactions, from excitement to curiosity, but also 

disappointment, frustration or confusion. When people 

decide to commit to a process, to a pathway, they will 

most likely have some expectations about what is going 

to happen, the wish or hope to find something that feels 

meaningful or pleasant to them. What does meaningful 

means, of course that is personal and different for ev-

ery single person, but, unless they have been forced by 

someone else or something external, when people take 

the decision to come to a space they do so with some 

sort of purpose, which may be more or less clear, more 

or less conscious.

What the atelier aims to offer is a moment of playfulness 

and exploration, a place where participants have plea-

sure to come back to. This becomes possible if there is a 

clear frame made of intentions and values which should 

be respected, so that the participants have clear also 

why it is important for them to take part and participate. 

When the participants live a space, they own, feel, and 

find their place within it. Connections that take place 

between time and space happen through the rhythms 

of everyday life, connections to past events and new 

experiences that reach towards the future. The aim is to 

inhabit those spaces in ways that focus on variation and 

difference inside of one’s own routines, rather than auto-

matically repeating them. The participants and the facili-

tators create the atelier anew every time as they find the 

meaning of this place together, up until the next step.

5.1. THE FRAME OF THE ATELIER: THE  DIFFERENT PHASES
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This Compendium provides, in its last section, a number 

of possible offers that could be implemented during 

the sessions of the different ateliers. By any means this 

should be interpreted as the intention to provide a fixed 

schedule or a specific formula of work. Facilitators are 

free to use or not any of those offers, combine them as 

they like, invent anew their own and bring their own 

from their background and experience, also, providing 

the space for participants to come up with their pro-

posals, or tools. Also, all those offers are based on the 

principle of being open, in order to allow participants to 

always go for different options within the same propos-

al.

In the previous chapter, it was outlined how the expe-

rience of the atelier has been conceived around four 

main different medium of expression. Being consistent 

with the principles of openness, discovery and flexi-

bility, also the work with those medium can envisage 

different approaches in terms of implementation:

• Facilitators could decide to focus on a specific 

medium, using the same medium as a main leading 

tool, so to speak, throughout the whole length of 

the atelier;

• Facilitators could decide to go for a mixed ap-

proach, which would entail using different medium 

combined together, either within the same session 

or from a session to another;

That could depend, for example, on the fact that the fa-

cilitator has more or less expertise or feels more or less 

comfortable working with a specific medium, or maybe 

instead the participants have shown a predisposition or 

a strong interest towards one or more medium. As it is 

highlighted also in the name itself, the ultimate aim of 

the space and process of the atelier is “saying” and how 

this saying happens is up to the participants to decide.

So even though we identified different media of expres-

sion, the point is that, as long as the saying takes place, 

they are all equally good and valuable and they are all 

moving towards the same purpose. Actually, they are all 

contaminated with each other: images could be created 

through sounds, a movement could inspire a word; all 

these media are strongly interconnected with each oth-

er and it would be pointless to deny the connection that 

there is between them. Once again, it is about coming to 

realisation that we are going down a road that is open to 

flexibility and different forms of implementation.
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In order to allow this exploration, the atelier has been conceived as a multi-session experience made up of three 

main phases:

The phases of welcoming is the initial phase, when people are coming together for the first encounter. It is import-

ant to keep in mind that it may happen that some people drop out of the experience in the meantime and that the 

group may never be exactly the same. Of course the fact of being able to maintain the same group of people who 

has pleasure to come back together and spend time together in the frame of the atelier would be a big plus and an 

extra element of quality of the process, but it is not something that one can give for granted. Despite of the final 

form of the group, the single individuals should always feel welcome throughout all the sessions of the experience.  

The welcoming phase is the moment in which participants come in touch for the first time with each other, with the 

medium, with the tools, with the facilitators and the facilitators should make sure to introduce this frame, offering 

proposals that may favour and support all of these encounters. It is essential, for this phase, also to have the facili-

tators clarifying the intentions for this time spent together, which should revolve around the consideration for all of 

these elements: respect for the other participants, for the tools, for the facilitators and overall for the process itself, 

as this is fundamental in order to create a safe space.

Phase 1: Welcoming 

The second phase, which can variate in its number of sessions, is the when the unfolding of the process takes place. 

We said that the aim of the atelier is not a product, therefore there shouldn’t be a stress on the fact that something 

has to be produced, but on the other hand, there will always be something that is created from each single session. 

Every session should always be taking a step forward from what has been done previously, taking care of not erase 

or deny the fact that people have been sharing a process together and that some things came out of that process, 

whether individual or group creations, reflections, objects. It is important for facilitators not to forget that common 

and individual awareness of what it has been, what happened before, so being able to move forward and proposing 

different offers, finding together with the participants, for each of them individually and in the dimension of the 

group, what they would like to explore next. That is the phase in which participants can potentially form social links 

with each other, at their own rhythm and their own time, carrying out their process of expression.

Phase 2: Saying

The third phase is the closing one, which shows that the process isn’t never ending and somehow it “connects the 

dots”. This final phase has to be considered as a very delicate moment, as it will be a moment for the participants to 

harvest what has happened together, having the opportunity to give something, to say something for oneself or the 

group in order to mark the closure of the experience. Also, it is a moment where to start to identify which could be 

the possible options available for them after the end of the atelier. It is important to be available for personal sup-

port and to activate a process of psychoanalytical attention,  for whoever is willing or in need of it, in order to guide 

and orientate participants on how to deal and what to do with what they have taken from the experience.

Phase 3: Closing
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The pathways of the ateliers within the ExULI project 

have been conceived with the aim to address young 

people from second generation and newly arrived 

communities in the age range between 16 and 30 years. 

This target group includes several and different specific 

profiles such as, for example:

• Young migrants: young people who choose to 

move not because of a direct threat or persecution 

but mainly to improve the quality of their lives, such 

as, for example, seeking work or better education 

or reuniting with one’s own family. Unlike refugees 

who cannot safely return home, migrants can return 

home if they wish.

• Young refugees: young people fleeing armed con-

flicts or persecution who cross national borders to 

seek safety in nearby countries and who are bene-

ficiaries of international protection, meaning that 

they have been granted the status of refugee or of 

subsidiary protection;

• Young asylum seekers: young people who claim to 

be a refugee and apply for asylum on the grounds 

that returning to their country would lead to per-

secution on account of race, religion, nationality or 

political beliefs, but whose claim hasn’t yet been 

evaluated. Someone is an asylum seeker for so long 

as their application is pending. This means that not 

every asylum seeker may be recognised as a refu-

gee, but every refugee is initially an asylum seeker;

• Young second generation immigrants: young peo-

ple who are sons and daughters of migrants, who 

were born and/or raised within the hosting country 

and who are already integrated within the school 

system;

Due to the nature and main focus of the ateliers, the ex-

perience has been originally tailored for small size work-

ing groups, therefore the recommendation would be to 

implement it ideally with a maximum of 10 young peo-

ple. The dimension of the work in a small group sets the 

conditions for the atelier to go deeper on its long-term 

asset, ensuring more time for the process of free expres-

sion of all participants and strengthening the level of 

intimacy, trust and confidentiality between participants 

and between participants and facilitators.

The aspect of creating the conditions for an environment 

where there is the pleasure to meet, be together, find 

each other and see each other as human beings is what 

contributes to create an encounter, a real one, intended 

as something that has personal meaning and purpose 

and on which we focus with our senses, movements and 

feelings. Because if it is true that the atelier is a pathway 

which focuses on the subjective dimension, it is also true 

that, by doing so, it enables the participants to have the 

possibility to share (or not) with others something which 

they wouldn’t be able to do with words. This is one of 

the main reasons why the atelier is indeed an individual 

process but which takes place and it is activated within 

the frame of a group dynamic. Through the group, indi-

viduals find a forum of peer support, as they engage in 

a process with others who are taking part to the same 

process but from a different perspective and a different 

angle. During the process people may be inspired but 

also inhibited by witnessing the resourcefulness of oth-

ers being in the same situation and with the same tools 

and may develop a support network through each other, 

taking the opportunity to establish new social links. 

5.2. WHO ARE THE ATELIERS FOR?
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The envisaged frame of implementation of the atelier 

has been conceived between 6 to 8 sessions in total, 

covering the 3 different phases and thus reaching a 

total amount of 18 to 24 hours for the whole.

The average length of a single session has been de-

signed to cover up to 3 hours, keeping into account that 

it would be very important and beneficial to have some 

time specifically appointed:

• at the beginning of each session for the participants 

to fully arrive and reconnect with each other;

• at the end of each session in order to make sure to 

fully close the process of the day, giving the possi-

bility to participants to share any outcome, feeling 

or reflection about the session with the each other 

and having the facilitators providing additional 

available space whether someone should feel like 

having an individual moment of sharing and/or 

consultation;

The timing of implementation can be adapted by the 

facilitator according to the available resources and the 

needs of the group and the single local realities. Sessions 

can then run over the period of time of one or several 

weeks, even though the recommendation would be not 

to let too much time pass in between two sessions and 

to try to maintain as much as possible a regular structure.

The life schedule of young people, especially from newly 

arrived communities, can be extremely complex and it 

is essential for them not to perceive this experience as 

a waste of time in order for them to commit to it. Hav-

ing regular meetings can help to strengthen the sense 

of commitment and engagement and to give a sense of 

meaning to both the experience itself and the waiting 

in between, leading the individual to wait with antici-

pation for the moment of the next session. In the space 

of the atelier participants should feel comfortable to ex-

press themselves, their thoughts and their feelings and 

providing a clear and, at the same time, flexible frame 

which could be adjusted to meet the possible needs, 

changes and challenges that could emerge during the 

process can help to foster and enhance that safety.

5.3. SESSIONS STRUCTURE AND TIMING OF IMPLEMENTATION 
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The role of the facilitator is the one of accompanying 

the participants through the experience of the atelier. 

The person has a specific role within the process, but, 

as it is in the context of non-formal education, doesn’t 

hold any hierarchical position or approach towards the 

participants. The facilitator doesn’t have to be an expert 

on the medium proposed, as the main task is to hold 

the frame so that participants can move within it in a 

safe way. 

Being a facilitator in the atelier requires an extreme 

level of flexibility and a state of mind in which people 

should try as much as possible to let go of their ego 

and, as it was mentioned already, to let go of what they 

already know and accept their state of “not-knowing”.

The process of the atelier needs a quality of presence 

that has to be heightened as much as possible because 

only when one is fully present then becomes able to 

truly see and listen to what is there. Coming with a pre-

fixed agenda and idea of what to propose is obviously 

natural and helpful, on the other hand, it shouldn’t steal 

the facilitator away from the moment being, because 

thinking about what one expects to happen or would 

like to happen, or how one is going to implement what 

was already prepared, those are exactly the moment 

when the whole purpose of the atelier is lost. The 

facilitator is there in service of the group and of the 

single individuals, not in  service of oneself or of what 

the process should be or look like or have as a potential 

outcome.

The outcome of an atelier session might be incredi-

bly unexpected compared to the expectations of both 

the participants and the facilitators. Of course it would 

pointless to ask people not to have any expectation, be-

cause they form themselves naturally, but the facilitators 

should be ready to let go of those expectations in order 

to follow and support what is actually happening in the 

moment. Accepting the proposal, embracing the inputs 

that are coming from the participants, the environment 

and the process itself, this is what brings value to the of-

fer and gives it a sense of purpose.

At the same time, the role of the facilitator is also the one 

to keep an eye on the general process, being sensitive 

to notice if something happens that is endangering the 

safety of the space and that may put at risk physically, 

emotionally or psychologically the group and the single 

individuals. The facilitator ensures that the frame is solid, 

the participants are safe and keeps record and track of 

all that happens during the overall length of the process.

5.4. BEING AN ATELIER FACILITATOR
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The atelier is a place for one’s own expression to man-

ifest through the use of many materials. The style of 

working adopted is one of using materials and tools 

as languages. In this view, materials are vehicles for 

expressing and communicating and are part of the 

fabric of participants’ life experiences rather than sepa-

rate products. Human beings are, in principle, innately 

receptive to the possibilities that materials offer and 

interact with them to make meaning and relation-

ships, explore and communicate. The ways in which 

one own invents with materials are often unexpected 

and surprising; therefore it is important for the facil-

itators involved to adopt an attitude of freedom and 

open-ended possibility toward the participants’ work, 

working as an artisan, listening, observing and being 

sensitive about what is happening and being aware 

of where and how the process evolves. The atelier 

environment can facilitate new understandings about 

one’s own cognitive and expressive processes, and the 

outcomes of what participants make can also be very 

useful in revealing their knowledge and life experience. 

Therefore it is very important for facilitators to consider 

what has emerged  as something that can help them to 

make new choices in the development of the process.  

Every atelier, according to the chosen medium of expres-

sion, provides an approach based on  options in order to 

allow participants a wider freedom of expression.  The fa-

cilitator should always provide a structure where people 

are free to choose, leaving also space for the sharing to 

happen between the participants. The interesting thing 

about the plurality of options-tools is to offer a multiple 

choice, and therefore less limiting experience, so that ev-

eryone could find a process, respectful of one’s own sen-

sitivity and dynamic, to express oneself in the way that 

seems and feels most appropriate to the person itself. 

This will also allow participants to explore other propos-

als, get out of their comfort zone, or maybe to stay there, 

or maybe to challenge themselves in other ways.

The tools will be additional possibilities, opportunities to 

help participants to better understand how they func-

tion. It is not a question of finding solutions for them, 

but of creating conditions for them to find their own. 

The options should allow them, if they wish, to rely on 

the expressive process present in each of us, to approach 

gently the injuries they have more or less consciously ig-

nored to continue to move forward. Another main goal 

of the plurality of options is to give directions to the par-

ticipants and not to influence them.  The goal is not to go 

from level A to level B and then level C, but rather to use 

the options to allow the participants to make a choice, 

or not.

5.5. THE OPTIONS STRUCTURE
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It is important to start off from a common point: ma-

terials and items, tools, everything that is available to 

participants should be displayed in the room so that 

everybody has access to it and then starting from that, 

leave to participants the possibility to have a wide and 

open structure both in terms of tools (which ones to 

use and how to use them) and ways (if individually, in 

relationship with the environment or other people, 

etc.). Therefore, while engaged in a drawing moment 

during a session, all of these things could happen:

 » The participant decides to use only one color to 
make the drawing;

 » The participant decides to use several colors for the 
same drawing;

 » The participant decides to stop the drawing before 
finishing and start a new one;

 » The participant decides to join one or more partici-
pants to create a drawing together;

 » The participant decides to completely abandon the 
idea of drawing and goes for a new tool;

All these options have to be considered from an indi-

vidual point of view, so that each participant will have a 

different process from others depending on the options 

they choose. It should be highlighted once more how 

the respect is a very important element, intended as 

respect towards the participants, the facilitator, the 

process and also the tools available.

There is, of course, also always the possibility for an un-

foreseen option, an “empty option”, which can happen, 

for example, when or if participants decide to bring 

their own tool or idea, or share something about their 

own story or cultural references. This “empty option” 

allows even more the possibility of expression as it is in 

the emptiness that the creation arrives.

Exactly because the atelier aims to be a space and a time 

which is open to the unexpected and uncommon of 

the process of expression, where mutual contamination 

and individual processes are happening and constantly 

changing and evolving, there will not be any formula as 

it would be pointless for us to give one. What this Com-

pendium offers are only possible offers of implementa-

tion, directions which have the task to accompany and 

support the facilitator but that shouldn’t be interpreted 

as the only possible way to go.
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Working with this specific target group can bring some 

challenges, especially when it comes to the moment 

of forming the groups of participants. There are differ-

ent aspects to keep into account that revolve mostly 

around the different profiles of the young people. Ele-

ments such as cultural background, religion, language, 

gender, age, experience, are all key information that 

should be carefully considered while identifying the 

potential participants.

Having together in the same group, for example, only 

people with the same gender or from the same cultural 

background might be an option and a specific choice, 

but of course there are different possibilities. If facilita-

tors should opt for a mixed approach, having people 

with very different profiles in the same group, obviously 

that would require running a small research beforehand 

on the backgrounds of the single individuals in order 

to see if some specific clashes could potentially appear. 

Putting together two people from two countries that 

are currently having a conflict, for example, or having a 

mixed age and mixed gender group could potentially 

results somehow in blocking some of the participants 

from fully taking part to the experience. Same goes 

for the facilitators themselves, as some cultures could 

be more or less reluctant at the idea of working with a 

facilitator that has a specific gender and it might make 

them feel more or less comfortable in the process. 

These are all potential challenges that the facilitators 

should be aware of and be prepared to face.

Exactly because there are many elements which could 

be more or less openly end up being source of tension, 

it is important to highlight how the facilitators should al-

ways work in the perspective of prevention rather than 

intervention, being constantly very sensitive towards 

any sign of discomfort and uneasiness within the single 

participants and being able to approach and address 

the person in order to figure out if it would be possi-

ble to make some changes to the structure or to advice 

the person on how to have a better experience in the 

process. It is not a matter of wanting to force people to 

stay at all costs, but to do whatever is possible to make 

clear how there is someone who cares about them and 

how they feel, especially because many young people 

who faced exile, already experienced many times and 

in many different ways the act of being abandoned or 

being let go of. 

5.6. POSSIBLE  CHALLENGES
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Even though the experience of the atelier has a strong emphasis on the elements of expression, empowerment 

and personal development, it is fundamental to clarify how the main purpose of the process is not a therapeutic 

one. 

The facilitators should be ready and prepared to manage the possible emotional responses of participants, being 

aware of the possible fragile nature of both the target group and the process, but they should also be ready to 

accompany and re-direct the young person towards the direction of getting specific support, if needed, according 

to each singular case. This is particularly relevant especially if the facilitator doesn’t have the possibility to directly 

co-conduct the sessions of the atelier having a psychoanalyst already in the team.

5.7. LIMITS OF INTERVENTION 
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6. THE ELABORATION GROUP

The experience of the atelier aims to ensure an envi-

ronment of safety and trust, where non-violent and 

non-competitive attitudes are applied, where nobody is 

or feels judged and where everyone is invited, regard-

less of one’s own role, to be open and aware about one’s 

own identity without having feelings of guilt and/or 

fear. Growth takes place in in the absence of judgment, 

starting by being trustworthy towards each other and 

respectful of every opinion and emotion. In this way the 

resulting reactions and responses, whether individual 

or collective, will not generate judgments, but rather 

become the object of careful evaluation, of listening 

and respect.

A methodological proposal in terms of facilitation for 

the ateliers, in order to ensure this environment quality 

is that of co-leading. Choosing co-conduction is un-

doubtedly more expensive in terms of both energy and 

time dedicated to preparation and the implementation, 

but combined together with the need to build the con-

ditions for a systemic intervention that could accom-

modate its effects and possible follow-up support, it is a 

choice which can lead to multiple benefits such as: 

• Sharing a common goal, but dividing roles and 
responsibilities; 

• Being able to observe the individuals, the group 
and all the related dynamics in a much closer way 
also during the implementation of a single session; 

• Focusing energy on adapting offers and proposals 
as soon as there is an emergence of new needs and 
interests by the group and/or a single individual; 

• Stimulating the attention of the participants 
through an alternation of different voices and valu-
ing the diversity of skills and styles in the facilita-
tion; 

• Providing individual support in case of crisis, while 
maintaining the focus on the group;

As it was mentioned on the side possible challenges, 

some participants may feel more or less comfortable 

with having a facilitator of a specific gender, or even 

simply with an attitude or personality trait, so providing 

an alternative that would ensure some kind of balance 

in gender, language spoken, cultural background, that 

could be an element of quality and richness that could 

contribute to create a safer environment where both fa-

cilitators and participants would feel more comfortable 

or safe in moving.

The facilitation team should be built attentively, enhanc-

ing, where possible, the qualities and characteristics 

of the individuals beyond their educational or training 

background of individuals, and highlighting compe-

tences such as: communication, creativity, organization, 

motivation, proactivity, conflict management, positivity, 

reliability and reflexivity.

The element of co-leading in the context of the ateliers 

is extremely important also because one of the main aim 

of the ExULI project and of the atelier experience itself, is 

exactly to promote the synergy between professionals 

coming from different backgrounds, in this specific case 

non-formal education and psychoanalysis, which com-

bine a strong know-how in both fields of group and in-

dividual work.  Co-leading is based on the fact that there 

is a need for synergy because what we know ourselves it 

is not enough, and the contamination with somebody’s 

else knowledge is something that brings an incredible 

richness, especially in the framework of such a work with 

a group of people that requires that specific quality of 

presence and attention. 

6.1. THE VALUE OF CO-LEADING 
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It is clear by now how the formula of the atelier is not, 

by all means, a direct work on trauma, but it can be 

considered as a preliminary work on that topic. So, even 

though it doesn’t address the trauma directly, it enables 

a process which could lead or not to the expression of 

some things from the unconscious that then the par-

ticipant has to deal with, because in the moment they 

emerge they can’t be repressed back. If the indirect aim 

of the atelier is for participants to raise their awareness 

and enrich their symbolic and expressive resources 

to eventually come to the condition to the nominate 

and address their trauma, this is a work that cannot be 

done without being ready to offer the right and proper 

support to the participants on the psychoanalytical 

side. We cannot lead people into a process that then we 

don’t know how to handle.

The objective of the atelier experience and this Compen-

dium, which is based on the theoretical proposals aris-

ing from an extensive clinical practice of authors such as 

Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan, is not to empower 

professionals by providing them some new insights and 

knowledge so that they can then act as psychoanalysts, 

but rather to foster a sharing and a cooperation between 

the two fields of action, exactly because we owe to par-

ticipants the proper support and guidance if we are 

leading them into a process which might unlock specific 

processes.

For this reason, it is necessary for the facilitator not to 

work alone, but to include the cooperation with a psy-

choanalyst, side by side, in order to be able to think, 

elaborate, conceptualize all that arises during the atelier 

itself. Difficulties, doubts regarding participants’ sayings 

or demands, the possibility of considering convenient or 

inconvenient that some participants’ discomfort, all of 

these elements require some individual attention by a 

psychoanalyst, stepping in where  the facilitator’s work 

has a limit. Thus, the role of the psychoanalyst is to make 

more complex what appears in the ateliers, meaning 

to give importance to what is expressed by each of the 

participants, to point to the difference of each of them 

as the subject is always one and singular, and to think 

what has been expressed since its own particular logic. 

The role of the psychoanalyst also involves providing, if 

required, resources to go deeper, to contextualize the 

practice in a broader theoretical framework.

6.2. THE COOPERATION WITH  THE PSYCHOANALYST: SYNCHRONIC AND A-SYNCHRONIC APPROACH



62

This moment of exchange becomes then, within the frame of the atelier, a specific device conceived in order to 

capitalise and harvest the outcomes of this cooperation, that is the elaboration group, a fundamental step of the 

overall process. Being aware of the resources of each single reality, there is a proposal of two possible approaches 

that would make this elaboration possible:

• Synchronic: an approach that foresees the facilitator co-leading the process of the atelier side-by-side with a 

psychoanalyst, having both of them directly present on the spot in the single sessions. In this approach, the 

facilitator and the psychoanalyst can have their moment of elaboration together at the end of each session in 

order to discuss together what has happened, sharing the observations from both sides and identifying poten-

tial ways of moving forward with the experience in the next session;

• A-synchronic:  if instead, for lack of resources, the synchronic approach would be difficult to implement, the 

a-synchronic approach envisages anyway a form of cooperation and support between the two professional 

which goes in a second moment, either face to face or online. In this case, the facilitator will have to share with 

the psychoanalyst in a narrative way what happened in the session in order to go through that essential mo-

ment of elaboration. In the a-synchronic approach, it is clear how the fact of going for a solution of co-leading 

becomes essential, as  it would be extremely difficult to ask to a single facilitator to lead the process and, at 

the same time, listen attentively at each individuals noting down gestures, movements, sounds that would be 

indicators of something from the unconscious. Having two people present, would allow the facilitators to report 

in a more accurate and precise way the content of the atelier to the psychoanalyst in order to have a proper 

elaboration. 

It is important to say also how the elaboration group is a safety  device also for the facilitator, as one could find  

oneself in a moment of difficulty that cannot be elaborated in that context and would therefore require individual 

attention.
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7. SAYING WITH IMAGES

The facilitators make available to the participants a set of different artistic materials, from painting to 

drawing, photo cut-outs, different kinds of pencils, brushes, markers and pens, paper, charcoal, the 

wider the variety is, the better. 

The participants are invited to outline their own self-portrait by combining any kind of material they 

want. It could be a realistic portrait, a fantastic one, everybody is free to experiment with the tools and 

the colours as they like. Once the portraits are finished, participants are invited to present their creation 

to the group, saying something about it if they wish, or even just by silently showing them.

Other possible ideas of topics to explore: imaginary landscape, the seasons, the labyrinth, if I were an 

animal, if I were a colour, the body in colour, shadow and light, the world, the planet, heaven and earth, 

man and woman.

The facilitators make available to the participants a set of different artistic materials, from colours to 

materials such as wool, cotton, magazines, pieces of fabric and cloth, wires (like wool, ribbons, raffia, 

thick and thin ropes…), cardboard, etc. 

The invitation for participants is to reflect about where they come from and create their own nest, 

deciding how it looks like and what to put inside of it. Once the creation are finished, participants are 

invited to present them to the group, saying something about it if they wish, or even just by silently 

showing them.

SELF-PORTRAIT

THE NEST
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Each member of the group chooses a colored thread, scissors and tape.

Participants are invited to reflect on their life from their birth till the present day, imagining it as it was 

a “heart wave”, moving through steadiness, reaching low and high peaks.  With their own time and 

rhythm, they can start by attaching the beginning of their thread somewhere in the room and then 

continue rising or lowering the thread and attaching it with tape every time it changes direction. Par-

ticipants are free to move around to look at the different waves around the room and, if they want, they 

can  share or tell the story of their thread or even just some parts of it, omitting any points that they 

want to protect.

The facilitators make available to the participants a set of different artistic materials, from colours to 

materials such as wool, cotton, magazines, pieces of fabric and cloth, wires (like wool, ribbons, raffia, 

thick and thin ropes…), cardboard, etc. 

Participants are invited to create a box as they like it and divide it into three compartment: past, present 

and future. Each compartment can be filled with photos, pictures, texts, objects, cut-outs, correspond-

ing to a specific period. Participants are invited, at the end of the process, to make an inventory of their 

box and share or write about what happened during the process.

THE HEART WAVE

PAST-PRESENT-FUTURE BOX
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The facilitators introduce participants to a number of silent books (books with no words, only images), 

all displayed and available and leave some time for participants to look and go through them.

After having made available different visual resources such as images and illustrations, pictures from 

magazines, photo cut-outs, Dixit Cards, etc., facilitators invite participants to explore the images, to 

choose the ones they want and work with them, combining them as they like and creating a narrative 

inspired by the visual stimulus and the symbols they see, as if they were to create their own silent book. 

The creations can be exposed for the other members of the group to “read” and look at. Participants can 

also choose to read out loud their own book, either in pairs, small groups or to have someone sharing 

one’s own book in the plenary with the whole group.

Facilitators make available to the participants a variety of creative materials and invite them to cut out, 

build, outline their very own picture frame, something they can look through.

Participants are then invited to observe the environment in which the atelier is taking place, also by 

exploring it from different perspectives (whether is looking at it while being upside down, laying on the 

floor, from above) and search for whatever they notice and feels interesting or curious to them. After 

this moment of exploration, facilitators invite participants to form pairs or small groups and ask them 

to bring the other(s) on a sort of “guided tour”, showing the details they have noticed by framing them 

with their own frame. No words are needed if participants don’t want to say more about their images, 

but allow time to see if there is the willingness from some people to share.

SILENT STORIES

FRAMING PERSPECTIVES
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Participants are invited to explore the environment in which the atelier is taking place and search in it 

for images which remind them of home. It doesn’t have to be exactly a physical object but whatever 

sparks a connection or feels meaningful to them (even if it is just a colour or a small detail). The invita-

tion is to go around and take a picture of the different images and details.

Participants can then mingle around sharing and showing to the others what they have found, with our 

without words.

The facilitators make available to the participants a set of different artistic materials, from painting to 

drawing, photo cut-outs, different kinds of pencils, brushes, markers and pens, paper, charcoal, the 

wider the variety is, the better. 

Participants receive a big paper sheet where they can write their name (whatever is the one they would 

like to be called by, it can even just the initials, it is a personal choice). The invitation then will be to go 

around the room and, using any material available, leave a trace on the sheets of the other members of 

the group (jt can be a drawing, a word, an image), anything that they would like to offer to that person. 

Participants can choose to leave their trace on any paper they wish, with no obligation to go to every-

body’s sheet.

At the end of the process, the facilitators give some time for the participants to look back at their orig-

inal paper and open the space for sharing if someone feels like saying something about the process or 

what he/she has found on one’s own sheet.

FINDING HOME

LEAVING TRACES
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8. SAYING WITH WORDS

Sitting together in a circle, the facilitator invites the participants for an association game which goes 

with the formula “If I were… I would be…”. Facilitators will say out loud different elements (e.g. a plant, 

a place, a colour, an animal etc.) and invite the participants to fill in the blanks with the word that comes 

first to their mind and that they associate to themselves. Facilitators invite participants to share some 

of the answers they have chosen and, if they want to, a story connected to their choice if there is any. 

Participants find a place in the room where to sit comfortably. Facilitators makes available to everybody 

different writing materials (pens and pencils of different colour, crayons, various papers).

Each person is invited to write his/her name on a sheet of paper. 

Do they have a home name (pronounced and written “correctly” in its original form) and a “travelling” 

name that they use for people who they meet while travelling? 

Is there a different name noted down by the authorities of transit or hosting countries?

What is the colour of each name? What is the shape of each name?

Participants are invited to write these different names with different colours, materials on different 

papers and to adorn, embellish them, so that in the end everyone could potentially have numerous 

papers. They can choose if to hang all of their names/pictures on the walls, only some of them, if to talk 

about them or not. A moment of sharing over the names can take place in pairs, small groups or the 

plenary. 

IF I WERE… I WOULD BE…

MY HOME NAME,
MY TRAVELLING NAME
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Sitting in circle, the facilitator holds a ball of wool and starts telling a story with a very broad opening 

(for example “I was once in a place…”). Once the facilitator has made the offer, still holding a piece of 

the wool, will pass the rest of the ball to another person who has the possibility to follow and keep 

building up the story adding another short sentence, and so on. At the end, there will be a net woven 

by all participants, as well as a story created by all of them.

Participants find a place in the room where to sit comfortably. Facilitators makes available to everybody 

pen, paper and other writing materials.

Each person is invited to make a list of all the names he/she can recall that he/she were given or called 

throughout life, including nicknames, role names (like “student” or “daughter”), special names given 

by a particular person, etc.  Each person is invited to think of a situation where he/she were called this 

name and to note it down as a small comic strip. Small groups or pairs are formed for participants to 

exchange stories about their names. If someone is willing to, stories can be shared also in plenary with 

the rest of the group.

THE WOOL NET

DIFFERENT NAMES, 
DIFFERENT STORIES
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Participants are invited to open a dictionary and drop their finger randomly on the page: it will be that 

word. So then, if they come across a term they don’t know, they can change. It would be better to have 

a “simple” word like, for example: sleep, live, work, office, sun, ice, commitment, cook. etc. It is also pos-

sible to ask someone to choose it for them, like the facilitator or another participant or, by message, 

someone from outside the atelier. The most important thing is to have a word. Once invitation is for 

them to write a text around this theme word in the time frame of one hour. Participants can start over 

several times in a row, that’s also possible, as the intention is to write. 

Based on the same principle as the previous offer, other possibilities could be:

• The illustration: instead of a word, the participants can write starting from an illustration (photo, 

drawing, painting, etc.). 

• The song-fic: participants can write a text starting from a song that they like, that speaks to them, 

which could be in any language they choose. They could create new lyrics with the melody of the 

song or they could insert their one words in the existing lyrics of the song. In both cases, a new story 

will be emerging.

• The proverb: the starting point of the text can be a quote or a proverb. Participants are invited to 

select a proverb that means something to them, inspires them or even just a random one.

• The place: the starting point can be a place, real or fictional, close to them or that they have never 

seen before. It can be a description of the place or they could set up a story in it, integrating also 

characters or some action.

• The character: participants can write a text starting from a character (again, real or fictional) and de-

scribe it. Then they can tell its story, integrate it into a situation, make it meet another character, etc.

A possibility is also to mix the different variations of the offer. For example, one could take its favourite 

character and put it in the place they have chosen while integrating the words of a song that they like. 

The options are many.

A WORD – ONE HOUR
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The facilitators offer to the participants a topic for story sharing, which could be a word or a specific 

moment or episode (like, for example, “when I was born”) and invite participants to share a story about 

that in pair with somebody else.

Once they have both shared their story with each other, the group comes together in the circle and ev-

ery participant will be invited to share with the group the story told by the other person as it was one’s 

own story, therefore using the “I” form. Another possible option, before going into the story swap, is to 

invite participants to share the same story with more people, seeing how it changes from one time to 

the next, if some details are becoming clearer, if some parts get forgotten.

Inspired to the game “snakes and ladders”, facilitators can create a board with different words on it and 

offer to participants to share stories starting from the words they see on the board. It could be done by 

playing with a dice (sharing a story on the word found in the box), by picking the word individually, or 

also by leaving some box empty and ask participants to come up with their own words.

(here as an example the board included the book “A Ritrovar le Storie” - Recovering Stories – by Monica Morini and Annamaria Gozzi, Edizioni 
Corsare,2014)

STORY SWAP

RECOVERING STORIES
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Being inspired by the style of the Japanese’s short poetry, facilitators invite participants to a moment 

of observation and essential writing. Inspiration can be provided by asking participants to experience 

a close examination of the environment around them, encouraging to engage with it on different sen-

sorial levels (sight, smell, touch, sound, taste). It is also possible for facilitators to bring in the room dif-

ferent objects and natural elements from outside, adding up to what is already present. The invitation 

is then to write a short poem about something that they see, notice or find interesting in that very 

moment.

The structure of the haiku, in the English adaptation, consists of 17 syllables divided into three lines (the 

first line contains five syllables; the second line, seven syllables; and the third line, five syllables). The 

structure can be mentioned but it shouldn’t be considered as a closed indication, but rather as an inspi-

ration. The power of the haiku is exactly in the combination between close observation and brevity of 

the form, giving back an image to the person reading rather than an explanation and allows people to 

offer their unique point of view on things.

Participants can then share their haiku with the others or exchanging them without signing them and 

leaving them anonymous.

HAIKU
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9. SAYING WITH SOUNDS

The participants are invited to stand in a circle, and one by one, in random order, to make a sound and 

to do it repeatedly non-stop. Sounds could be everything, from abstract sounds to melodies to words in 

any language. One after the other, the participants are invited to join the rhythm with their own sound 

when they feel ready. Once everyone is included, the participants are asked to stop their sound when 

they feel like interrupting. After the last one stops his/her sound, the exercise can be done again with 

new sounds and rhythms. Sounds and melodies can also change during the process, evolving accord-

ing to what people feel like doing also in relation to the other sounds they hear. 

Another possible version of this offer could be to have people trying to direct the other members of the 

group as if it was a small orchestra, creating short melodies.

Participants distribute themselves in space, being in the condition to open wide their arms without 

touching anything or anyone. Facilitators invite them to stand up straight but relaxed, take a deep 

breath, and begin to exhale producing a uniform, consistent sound (preferable using the vowel “a”), 

repeating the sound for three consecutive breaths. After a moment of slow and gradual swing of the 

limbs, participants are invited to play with their face, shoulders, etc., tapping on various parts of their 

bodies so as to alter the sound they produce. 

A possible variation of this offer could be having people creating a collective rhythm starting from in-

dividual body sounds.

CIRCLE JAM

BODY PERCUSSION
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Facilitators invite participants to look for different and even unusual objects in the space or environ-

ment of where the atelier is taking place and explore the sounds they make. Once they have found 

one that they particularly like, they come back together in a group and are invited to try to compose a 

small tune together. Participants could also divide themselves in small groups, coming up with differ-

ent sounds mix and then find a way to connect them together into a single tune.

Facilitators invite participants to gather in a circle and, for those who feel alright with it, also to close 

their eyes. The offer is to recreate different environments (which can be chosen by both the facilitators 

and the participants) only by making sounds. There could be some words appearing, but the invitation 

would be the one of trying to focus mostly on sounds, feeling, imagining or remembering which ones 

could be found in that specific environment and thus creating some short story together. 

Participants are invited to divide in pairs and share with each other a song they particularly like. It can 

be a traditional song, a lullaby, even better if people feel like sharing something in their own traditional 

language.

Participants are invited then to take turns in which one person will be guiding and the other will be 

guided. The guided person, if he/she feels alright with it, should have the eyes closed and start walking 

in the room following the song of the other person. Facilitators should invite the pairs to have a delicate 

exchange, being aware also of the volume and the fact that there would be other pairs engaged in the 

same process around them, and encourage whispering or soft singing rather than very loud expres-

sion. Of course, the guiding person should also be sensitive of taking care of the companion, making 

sure he/she doesn’t get hurt or bump into somebody or something else present in the room.

OBJECT ORCHESTRA

SOUND AMBIENT

THE SINGING GUIDE
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Facilitators invite participants to find a way to symbolize their own lifeline (it could be drawn on a piece 

of paper, it could be a string attached to the floor or to the wall, etc.) and to think about tunes or songs 

which for them marked specific moments of their life.

Participants can gather in small group and, if they want, they can share or tell the tunes from their line 

or even just some of them, omitting any points that they want to protect. 

Another possible version of this offer could be to have a single long line for the group and have partic-

ipants coming in one by one bringing a tune or a song to the different parts of the line, sharing also, if 

they want, something of the memory related to it.

A collection of Instruments from different countries and cultures will be disposed in different part of 

the atelier place. The participants are invited to discover the instruments, to touch them, to play with 

them, to test them, to feel them.

The participants can decide to play individually, in pairs, in small groups or all together. 

They can decide to create a new rhythm or play a known melody.  They can share from their culture a 

sound, a rhythm, a melody or a song. Before the end of the atelier, the participants can share with each 

other their choice and explain more about the sound they made and the instruments they decided to 

use.

MUSICAL TIMELINE

EXPLORING INSTRUMENTS



75

10. SAYING BY PLAYING

Facilitators divide the space in a way that one part can be used as a metaphorical ‘stage’ and have the 

group placing itself in front of it. The invitation is to create collective physical pictures which are telling 

a story. 

Participants are invited to position themselves on the stage, choosing a position of their liking and stat-

ing out loud to the rest of the group what are they representing (like, for example, “I am a tree”, “I am a 

building”, etc.) and then remain in silence in the chosen position. One by one, participants are coming 

in adding elements to the picture. They can bring something completely new, but one also replicate 

something that it’s already in the scene in order to reinforce it or can even ‘build on’ the things which 

are there (if someone said “I’m a tree”, somebody could enter and say “I’m the apple on the tree”, and 

then the next “I am the worm inside the apple”, etc.). Invite them to observe and see which connections 

are clicking in their mind. They can play everything, from tangible and physical objects, to people, to 

emotions, to metaphorical concepts, everything is allowed. 

Once everybody is on stage, or nobody feels anymore like contributing to the picture, then the story is 

over and a new one can start. 

I AM
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Facilitators invite some participants who feel like being volunteers to find themselves a place in the 

room. Once they are in that position they become doors, meaning that they think and decide what is 

going to be the only possible way for the to open up, what is the gesture, touch, that allows them be 

opened. The invitation is for them to keep a steady position up until someone doesn’t manage to dis-

cover what their combination is. The participants who have the role of the door can show to the visitors 

if they are somehow getting closer to the solution or not, if possible limiting verbal interactions.

All the other participants are invited instead to go around the room visiting the doors, moving from a 

door to another whenever they want. The participants should interact with the doors, trying out differ-

ent ways for them to open. If one manages to open a door and guess the combination, then the door is 

open and that participant will take his/her place choosing his/her own combination.

It is important for the facilitators to remember participants to be mindful about physical interactions 

and contact, especially when it comes to the part of trying to discover the combinations of the doors.

Participants are gathered together in a group. While the facilitator will play different tunes of back-

ground music, the invitation for the participants will be to be inspired by the music and try move to-

gether as a single body.

The person in front of the group will be encouraged to guide the others in their movements, but as 

soon as the group will be facing a different direction, the person who is at the edge of that side of the 

group becomes the new guide for the others to follow. In this way, thanks to the movement, there will 

always be somebody new in a guiding position and all those who would like to try will have the oppor-

tunity to inspire and guide the rest of the group with their movements. 

DOORS and LOCKS

FLOCK OF BIRDS
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Facilitators invite participants to a moment of movement expression. Participants can always choose 

how to react to the different inputs that are given from the facilitator according to how they feel. Partic-

ipants are walking freely in the room in the direction they want while the facilitators give them possible 

suggestions to be inspired by such as: variations of  weather conditions (sunny, ice-storm, foggy…), 

texture of the air (cotton, jam, water …), emotions (happy, nervous, relaxed…), characters (old man, a 

king, a curious child…), etc.

Participants can choose to interact with others or to focus on their own individual expression.

The group of participants is divided in two smaller groups, 1 and 2, so that every person is either num-

ber 1 or number 2. The facilitators invite the participants to walk around the space in silence until the 

facilitator says out loud one number (either 1 or 2) and an emotion/feeling/mood.

The invitation for all the people that have that number is to freeze in a statue that expresses that specif-

ic emotion (wherever they are at the moment in the space). The other half of the group in that moment 

is present in a spontaneous museum and are invited to observe the “statues” of that thematic museum. 

They stay for a couple of seconds - they are encouraged to make sure they have a look and observe all 

the statues. They are also requested not to touch or interact with the statues. The facilitator invites then 

all the people continue to walk around the space and the exercise continues by saying again a number 

and an emotion. 

Participants are invited to lie on the ground with their eyes closed, if they feel like. Once their eyes open 

up again, the invitation for them is to see the world with new eyes, exploring their own bodies and en-

vironment as if for the first time. Gradually, with their own time and rhythm, they can sit up, stand, walk 

around, meet others, etc.

AWAKENING

LIVING STATUES

WALK YOUR FEEL
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Participants are invited to divide into smaller groups. The facilitators (and then also the other partic-

ipants if they have a suggestion), call out the name of a machine (like, for example, dishwasher, tele-

vision, radio, fridge, car, plane, ship, photocopier, computer, telephone, etc.) and the group has a very 

quick time to replicate the object, using their bodies. Each member in the group should be encouraged 

to be part of the machine. If participants feels like, they can also  provide sound effects.  

Participants are invited to walk, think of one animal  and start shaping into it. They can do so as they 

want, it doesn’t necessarily implies, for example, going on all fours, as it is more about what kind of 

essence or perception each person has of the animal he/she has chosen. Facilitators can gradually pro-

vide verbal guidance in order for people to dive deeper into their animal, asking questions such as:

How is your animal shaped? How does that effect the way it moves?
Does your animal have fins, hooves, paws, or hands?
Does your animal have a tail?
Does your animal have fur, feathers, scales? Is its skin smooth, bumpy, hot or cold?
What is the shape of your animals ears? How about its nose? Does it have a snout? What about its
mouth? Where are its eyes located? Do they face front or are they farther on the sides of its face?

Participants can choose to interact with others or to focus on their own individual expression.

Participants are invited to pair up and stand across from each other. One of the two does a simple 

movement, while the other mirrors it. Switch. The movements can gradually become more expansive 

with the body and can travel around the room. According to how they feel, the pair can “share the lead” 

or “follow the follower,” in which they mirror each other in a free flow.  

 

Another possible option is to offer the setting to the whole group by creating a line down the center of 

the room, having partners stand on either side of the line, and allowing for interaction amongst pairs. 

One person can stand out at a time and observe view the moving pattern created by the others in the 

room. 

 

The facilitators can also provide a variety of music selections in the background to show changes of 

mood.  

PLAYING MACHINES

ANIMALS

MIRRORS
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