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A city in flames and a community of destiny 
Copy-left by Ana Inés Heras 

 

“A city in flames” is the title of a story written collectively by children and adolescents who live in 
very challenging conditions: either they live on the streets or they live in households where basic 
needs are hardly met. During three months, this year, our team conducted a workshop, 10 
sessions long, to explore different ways in which narratives could be constructed: with images, in 
writing, orally, and through the dramatic arts. 

Amalia Miano and Silvia Corral coordinated the workshop, and other members of our team, 
including myself, collaborated as Amalia and Silvia requested or as we saw fit. 

The workshop was part of a series of activities that take place in the Center for Children´s Activities, 
which is in turn part of a larger school project, that of the Isauro Arancibia Elementary School, a 
self-managed (by their teachers) public educational center. The Instituto por la Inclusión Social y el 
Desarrollo Humano (our team) and the Center for Children Activities cooperated in designing the 
workshop and in its implementation.  

In reading the narrative created as a group by the children one wonders about the authors, about 
what they are intending to communicate, and marvels about the force the images convey.  

In the story, the term survivor is used, explicitly. The survivors (of a massive catastrophic fire in the 
story) are the ones who, with the help of all forces animal, cosmic and human, are able to rebuild 
their place (“the city”). They collectively petition for “dead people to come alive”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The concept of surviving is thematically linked to the plot in the story, where the forces of heaven 
and earth are connected, and equally participate in the course of events.  
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This story line (linked 
to the power of forces 
bigger than us, 
humans) is constantly 
evidenced throughout 
the narration by 
presenting scenarios 
where animal and 
human beings interact 
and where humans 
can be animals, or can 
be trees, and animals 
can be humans, plants 
or other forces as well.  
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Additionally, humans may have “half woman half man faces”, 
according to the story 

When we finished the workshop`s sequence, and we met for 
the last time, we recognized the work of each child with a 
copy of the book and a diploma, where we wrote their 
names. One of the teachers, when handing out the books 
and the diplomas told them that it was so that they 
remembered their participation in the workshop and so that 
they could tell others they were “an author”. One of the 
children made a comment about the fact “that diplomas 
were under an individual name (each) but that each diploma 
should have had the name of all participants since we were 
authors, in plural”.  

I took this to be an indication of his consciousness of 
belonging to a community, which for the purposes of this 
short essay, I will term community of destiny.  

I will spell out why and how I get to this interpretation. 

 

 

 

Torture as political action 
In the first chapter of a recently published book entitled “Travessia. Do silêncio, testimunho e 
reparaçao” (Journey: about silence, testimony and reparation), Moisés Rodrígues starts by asking 
how to define torture.  

He responds that torture is a violent, purposeful action that is not only physical but also emotional 
or psychological, and entails humiliation, manipulation and sense-deprivation.  

Torture may be inflicted to get something in exchange (e.g. information), or for the mere (sadist) 
pleasure of denigrating someone on the basis of discrimination. Rodrígues builds on the UN 
definition (1984) and concludes that torture is a political action, one that can be exerted by the 
state, and that is constructed around fear. 

Rodrígues is analyzing state-terrorism in general, and the last Brazilian dictatorship in particular, 
since he has been working with the Clínica del Testimonio, a state-designed and implemented 
health policy aimed at supporting witnesses and victims of torture during the military government 
deal with their traumas and stress. 

I argue that his framework may be useful to understand the situation of thousands of children and 
youth who, living in extreme conditions, are able to survive and re-construct their lives in a 
constant fight for life in the city of Buenos Aires (“The city in flames”).  

Under certain circumstances, this fight / struggle is connected to a community, which is in turn 
seen both as reference and support system. The community becomes a space to simultaneously 
come to rest and plan action, in the present and for the future. A refuge. 

I find similarities between Rodrígues`s ideas and practice, and the work conducted by a network of 
community organizations of which I am a part, a collective of people who think that it is possible to 
create spaces where all different subjectivities are protected and supported.  
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We have been calling our framework an approach, and its core idea is that all lives are equally 
valuable. We have been de-constructing mass media, and social and political mainstream 
discourse that wants us to believe that “there are lives that are more valuable than other lives”. We 
consider our action a social orientation and a political stance (Heras and Pagotto, 2014 a and b; 
Heras, 2014). 

 

Survivors  
Why is it important to understand children and youth in very difficult situations as survivors? 

In the chapter cited above by Rodrígues, he also elaborates on the consequences of torture for 
entire groups of people. Those who have gone through such an extreme experience face severe 
effects, even though these effects are not homogeneous and may differ from individual to 
individual: post-traumatic stress that has physical expressions; incidence of psychosis; inter-
generational traumatic symptoms; difficulty to adapting to social interaction; family distress and 
splitting. 

Rodrígues supports the view that a state-supported, public policy can be effective in treating 
victims of state-terrorism, acknowledging them as survivors.  

His approach is based on Ferenczi´s framework, both in how Ferenczi interpreted what happened 
to victims of violence and in how Ferenczi supported their psychoanalytic treatment (by mutual 
analysis in some cases and by empathy with the patient in some other cases as well).  

Rodrigues`s perspective, also based on Ferenczi´s psychoanalytic theory and practice, is that 
victims may identify with their aggressor and may split, internally, as well.  

Since victims and survivors may be subjects of collective societal denial, a first step is to 
acknowledge the existence of violence and state-terror over entire groups of people. Denial is also 
a political maneuver, one that puts the victim in the place of being completely ignored. Therefore 
acknowledgement is a first step to put things in a totally different perspective, one in which what 
victims feel, think and elaborate as true is taken as truthful.  

In order to transcend an identification that leaves them with no possibilities, the clinica do 
testimunho is a collective form of treatment that provides a structure of support to elaborate those 
internal representations and critically examine them.  

Ultimately, it is possible to create a new range of possibilities when the process of belonging to a 
community of destiny is traversed in a difficult yet hopeful journey.  

 

Complementary frameworks and practices 
The characteristics that Rodrígues has identified for victims of torture and survivors of such 
experience seem to be common to those of children and youth living in extreme hardship in the city 
of Buenos Aires.  

We also find commonalities between what Rodrigues and his colleagues found to be a clinical 
therapeutic device (clinica do testimunho, comunidade de destino) and some educational spaces 
we coordinate.  

Across the years we have been identifying several different spaces and organizations in the city of 
Buenos Aires that provide a safe place to encounter others, similar and different than ourselves, 
and with whom to start a journey of learning and community building. Even though there are 
important differences, for example, that Rodrígues works with a mental health framework and a 
psychoanalytic perspective, and we are more inclined to look at our processes as educational and 
as having learning in focus, I still find our approaches similar in several respects. 
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For example, making explicit the fact that survivors can find support in others and make their 
struggle common (to those in whose bodies violence was perpetrated and to those who did not 
experience that violence directly, but who may find that it is also their struggle) is a point in 
common for both frameworks. Also common is the main idea that destiny (what can be done in the 
present and the future) plays a role, and that such destiny may be constructed across individuals 
who conform a community. Lastly, it is also common to both frameworks the idea (that translates 
into action) that society at large is where the struggle should be located, thus making the struggle 
for justice and human rights a political cause.  

 

Community of destiny 
In our work we constantly ask who is learning and what is being learned. We want to make visible 
that learning is a mutual endeavor, and that the outcomes of the process are shared. We learn 
from children as well, of course, as the statement about being all authors prove. 

What victims and survivors may share, as they periodically meet with others, is open. There is not 
a story line already written. The purpose is to create something anew, a destiny, a project in which 
new identities can be forged. As I had stated elsewhere (Heras, 2015), one may always have the 
capacity to put our body somewhere else. Learn something else. Become companion to someone 
else.  

In the narrative workshop where children and adolescents created their (shared / collective) 
narrative they learned not only about story telling (and about the uses of image, media, and oral 
imagery to create a story) but also about how it feels to inhabit a space where one is protected (by 
others and in turn one protects others). Such spaces may be conceptualized as a refuge: a place 
and space where one may feel protected enough, cared for enough, and in turn, can protect and 
care for others, to build a possibility of something yet to come. Their story (“A city in flames”) is a 
true testimony of the force that is sensed when others are listening and also creating a narrative 
with you where the you be-comes collective, as the student pointed out.  

It is from this perspective that we can now re signify the child´s statement at the beginning of this 
piece: “We are all authors…(of our destiny)”. 
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